
		
				[image: Cover image]
		
	
		
			The steamy finale to the Sin City Brotherhood series finds powerful Alana Carter battling to show her sexy new employee who’s in charge—but he soon commands all of her attention between the sheets!

			Alana Carter manages the hottest sex club in Vegas, and she relishes the power of being the boss. So when her partners hire British consultant Michael Paul to help her out over the holidays, she’s furious. She immediately clashes with her new employee, but the fiery chemistry between them is undeniable. Soon Alana has gone from wrestling for control in the boardroom to letting Michael dominate in the bedroom.

			Michael needs a fresh start after his ex-wife’s betrayal, so his red-hot attraction to his new boss is a welcome distraction—especially when it results in racy after-hours encounters in the office. The pair give in to their illicit desires and spend a sexy Christmas break in Mexico, where Michael discovers a deeper connection with Alana: he wants more than a lust-fueled affair behind closed doors.

			Alana doesn’t want to relinquish control of her life to any man, let alone one who works for her, but their festive fling has left her aching with desire. Her body and mind want different things—the question is: Which one will come out on top?

			Harlequin DARE publishes sexy romances featuring powerful alpha heroes and bold, fearless heroines exploring their deepest fantasies.

			Four new Harlequin DARE titles are available each month, wherever ebooks are sold!
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			To Catherine.

			You are strength personified, an amazing friend, and compassionate, loyal, fierce, unwavering. Thank you for being you, for being my friend, for lunches on George Street and for being one-third of the Vegas Besties. Swim hard, strong shark.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			A WHITE-HOT RAGE filled Alana Carter, and with fire in her eyes, she looked over at her friends who’d assembled in the conference room. She should have known those motherfuckers-she-loved-like-brothers were up to something when they’d ambushed her in her office. “You did what?” she asked, forcing the words through her clenched teeth.

			“Lana,” Gabe started in a careful—almost gentle—way that made her want to reach across the table and smack him. “We all agree that you’ve been doing a great job running all of the properties.”

			“I know I have. Keep going,” she told him, seeing through his attempt to placate or pacify her.

			Rafael cleared his throat. She turned her stare on him. “We’ve noticed that you’ve been working really hard lately. We can tell you aren’t feeling well. You shouldn’t have to take it all on yourself. You need help. And you won’t let us.”

			“I’m feeling fine,” she insisted, without using any of the outrage or emotion she wanted to put behind the words. Lest they accuse her of being hysterical. Her heart pounded in her ears, and Alana tried her best to remain as outwardly cool as possible. In her career she’d crafted a poker face that could fool the most seasoned player. “I won’t let you?” she asked, a steeliness in her voice. “When would any of you have the time to do any of the things I do, or work the hours I keep? Between your own jobs, there are weddings to plan, social lives, family time...” She trailed off. She shook her head. “That doesn’t give you the right to hire some guy I don’t even know to replace me.”

			Brett was next to jump in. “Michael’s not replacing you,” he clarified. “We all agreed that bringing in another pair of hands would be a good idea. Especially since Scott left, since we’ve all been so busy with our personal lives.”

			Her head throbbed and she felt a pounding from her chest to her ears. Cursing Scott, former manager of Di Terrestres, who’d quit several months ago, she turned mad again. “You don’t have to talk to me like I’m a fucking child. It’s not my problem you have all stepped back from the business to focus on your personal lives, and relationships.” She spit out the last word as if it was poison on her tongue. She could hear the four distinct sighs of the men sitting around her, and one side of her mouth quirked up in a satisfied half smile, that she’d successfully annoyed them.

			“Alana,” Gabe started again. “Michael and I went to school together in London. He started and ran one of the hottest erotic clubs in London for several years. He’s an asset to us. He can really help us out over here. Especially with all the time you’ve been putting in at the hotel, the restaurants, and everything else you do. He could run Di Terrestres, take it off your plate with no problem at all. He knows what he’s doing.”

			Alana forced her gaze away from the Brotherhood, her friends and business partners, closing her eyes against the sunlight pouring in from the large panoramic windows. She remembered the bottle of medication in her desk drawer, and how she could use a pill now. Ever since she’d been prescribed them, she had a hard time remembering to take them. “How long have you guys been planning this?”

			“We met up with him in Dublin for my bachelor party,” Alex explained. “He was looking for a change, and we all thought he would be a good fit here. And you don’t have to worry about anything. We took care of all of the human resources and visa paperwork.”

			“How considerate of you.” Alana’s laugh had no humor. “Funny, we used to make all the decisions together. What happened to that?” None of her friends looked at her, nor did they budge. She was furious. But her head pounded and she was tired, and felt too poorly to fight with them. “Fine,” she relented. “I’ll talk to the guy. But that doesn’t mean anything. I’ll try to find something for him to do here.”

			She put her palms on the table and pushed herself up. On wobbly legs, Alana reached for her bag, and the room tilted a little on its axis. She steadied herself, hoping her friends didn’t notice, and without another word, she walked out the door. “Assholes,” she muttered to herself as she made her way to her office. How dare they bring in another man to work for them? They’d gone over her head and made a major business decision without her. Of everything she did for the Brotherhood and their businesses, running Di Terrestres was her favorite. The erotic club they’d opened was the most profitable of all of their ventures. The club was her baby, she’d come up with the idea and the concept, and she absolutely did not want to hand over control to some stranger.

			She walked into her office, and in the reception area she smiled at her assistant, Cameron. “Any messages?”

			Cameron handed her a small stack. “Just a few.” Alana flipped through them. Contractor, inspector, payroll administrator, city officials...the usual suspects. “Thanks.”

			After grabbing a Sanpellegrino from the bar fridge, she made it to her desk. She pulled out the bottle of pills, shook one into her hand and swallowed it with a mouthful of water. Alana was new to taking the medication. But her doctor had insisted on it when she couldn’t seem to lower her blood pressure or reduce her anxiety or panic attacks through the usual methods. The medication wasn’t at all necessary, and she knew it. It was only a precaution, really, and her doctor was overreacting. Neither her anxiety, nor her blood pressure, was the issue. Alana ate well and exercised regularly. It was just stress from work. That was all, she told herself.

			Alana spun around in her chair and closed her eyes against the light coming from the large window, willing her heart rate to slow and her breathing to relax, meditating, as she waited for the room to stop spinning. Cameron buzzed in, interrupting her relaxation, and she sighed, not in the mood to see or talk to anyone. At least until the episode was over.

			“Yes?” she asked, trying to remove all traces of fatigue from her voice.

			“Alana, there’s a Michael Paul here to see you. He says he’s here to discuss his new position.”

			He’s here? She didn’t want to deal with him today; she’d assumed that it would at least be next week before she had to talk to him. She put the pill bottle she was still holding into the drawer and slammed it shut. In a quick attempt to compose herself, she gulped back the rest of the water and pushed her hair back behind her shoulders. “Send him in,” she told her assistant.

			A few seconds later the door opened, and Alana prepared her best thousand-yard stare. The one that shriveled the balls of many a man who dared cross her—in the boardroom, the bedroom, on the street and anywhere else. But her eyes widened when she cast them on the man who walked in the door.

			Well, hello.

			Alana wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but the man who entered her office certainly wasn’t it. He was tall, dark, sinfully sexy—exactly how she liked them. Black hair, closely shaved to his head, and a beard framed his strong jaw and the fullest, softest-looking male lips she’d ever seen. In a royal blue suit and a white shirt, open at the collar, which contrasted nicely against his dark skin, he was quite the picture. In response to his physical appearance, she flicked an eyebrow upward with interest, before she could remind herself that she was at work and that Michael Paul was her newest employee—whether she liked it or not.

			“Ms. Carter?” he asked, approaching her desk. His British accent got her attention as he towered over her.

			“Yes, that’s me.”

			Still standing, he extended his hand to her. “I’m Michael Paul.”

			She blinked, but quickly recovered to cover her physical attraction to him. She had discovered only a few minutes ago that the man even existed, and now he was standing in front of her, introducing himself. “Yes, I’ve been expecting you,” she lied, not willing to let him know that her partners had just ambushed her with the news of his hiring, and that he’d caught her off guard, at a weak moment.

			Remaining sitting, so he was forced to lean over her desk, she put her hand in his, and the size of it completely dwarfed hers. His were strong hands, capable. Lightly calloused, not at all as smooth as she would have expected. Working man’s unmanicured hands. Their eyes connected, and a spark snapped between them as their palms flattened together.

			Hands had always been a turn-on of hers, and she could tell a lot about a man by his hands, by how he used them, moved them, and by how he shook hands. His confidence and strength. What kind of work he did, how he held himself. And Michael’s handshake told her quite a bit. For a second time in just a few minutes, she about lost her breath and her equilibrium, and such an immediate reaction to a man shocked her. Alana was normally in complete control over her emotions, and to have that control slip, well, that sort of thing didn’t happen to her.

			When Michael released her from his grasp, Alana was grateful that she was able to mentally compose herself. “Please, sit down,” she told him, waving at the sleek couch on the other side of her desk. But when he stepped back, he removed his jacket, tossing it over the back of the couch, and she almost sighed at his form. Michael’s shoulders were broad, and his arms, back and chest were strong, as evidenced by the bulges of muscle that showed through the fine material of his white shirt. Alana was barely hanging on, and when he unbuttoned his shirt at the cuffs, she almost fell out of her chair.

			Attempting to seem oblivious, she watched with keen interest as he rolled the cuffs of his shirt up, exposing corded forearms, more dark skin, soft hair on his wrist, the expensive gold watch. At least Michael was getting comfortable, because all Alana could do was squirm in her chair to alleviate the pressure growing between her thighs.

			He smiled, showing a row of brilliantly white teeth behind those full lips. “I was hoping that we could talk about my new job a bit before I get down to work,” he said, settling back onto the low, plush couch. It was a feature she’d thought of when she designed her office, after one too many meetings with men who looked down at her. Her desk sat above the couch, placing her slightly above anyone sitting opposite her. But Michael’s height, which she’d pegged at around six foot five, put him more or less at eye level with her.

			She straightened, telling herself that she couldn’t lust over the new guy. No matter how fucking sexy he was. He was her employee, whether she wanted him here or not. “It’s not your job yet,” she told him.

			“Right, then,” he said carefully as he leaned back. His long legs crossed in front of him, his right ankle over his left knee, and his arms stretched casually along the back of the couch—as if he owned the place. “That wasn’t how I understood my meeting with your partners, though. Especially since I was able to procure a work visa...for my job here.” He paused and then grinned. “But sure,” he said. “Let’s talk. Because now that I’m here, and have the job, I’m not going anywhere. The sooner we can get on the same page, the better.”

			Alana watched him for a moment. She might be attracted to him, and she certainly appreciated confident men, but he was cocky in a way that she wasn’t sure she liked. Unlike most people who sat across from her desk, he didn’t seem at all intimidated by her. In an attempt to gain control of the meeting, she cooled, and tried her best to seem unaffected by him. Hopefully, she was successful, but his smirk told her that he saw right through her. She cleared her throat. “Mr. Paul. I’m not certain we can find the same page. I’d settle for us at least being in the same book.”

			 

			Michael narrowed his eyes at the woman sitting in front of him. Gabe and his mates had told him about Alana—warned him about her, was more like it—but he hadn’t properly prepared himself to meet her in person. Sure, she was beautiful, but that wasn’t all. Already he could tell she was strong, tough, smart, a formidable woman. And for some reason, she didn’t seem pleased to see him in her office. That was a surprise. The fellows had enthusiastically welcomed him aboard, and he had no idea why he met resistance now. “What would you like to know?” he asked.

			“This is far different than any situation I’ve found myself in, and even though my partners brought you here, I have no idea who you are. As far as I’m concerned, it’s still a job interview. So, start by telling me about yourself.” Bristling at her command, his entire body tensed. He was accustomed to being the one in control, and she’d put him in a subservient position. He didn’t like it, but knowing he needed to impress her, he tamped his annoyance down and looked at her from where he sat. His height may have put him almost at her level, but whether it was the low couch or the high position of her chair, she and her desk still seemed to tower over him. Total power move on her part, and he had to admire the design. Neat trick. He pegged her as a woman who liked to be in control. But he also liked control, and he wouldn’t give it up that easily.

			She threw her long blond hair over her shoulder, and barely looked at him. He clenched his fist, imagining himself pushing his fingers through it, pulling a little. He saw her eyes dip to look at his hands.

			His new boss was sexy. And his immediate reaction to her surprised him, especially when he should have been focused on making a positive first impression. While Michael had thought it was a done deal, it seemed that Alana Carter was the gatekeeper of his sorely needed second chance. Sure, her male partners had given him a great job and a new opportunity, but now he knew he wouldn’t get far if he couldn’t get by her.

			He hadn’t packed up what was left of his life just days before Christmas to move to a new country to mess it all up on day one. He had to be on his best behavior, because screwing up his new life before it started wasn’t an option, no matter how beautiful the woman was, or how badly he wanted her to give him a personal tour of her erotic club in the bottom floor of the building, and then maybe he’d show her a thing or two himself.

			Alana watched him expectantly, and Michael realized that she was waiting for a response. Right, the interview. He cleared his throat. “Well, up until very recently, I lived in London, where I opened and ran Swings Playground. We made five million pounds in profit in our first year, and then each year since, we’ve doubled the previous year’s earnings.”

			She nodded with approval, and Michael felt his confidence bolster. “Very impressive. I know Swings,” she said. “I’ve visited a couple of times while in London.”

			“Oh really?” he asked, his interest piqued, and he was curious where her tastes lay.

			“Yeah, a couple of years ago. I was in London for a conference.”

			“And how was your visit?”

			“Quite fun. It’s a nice, comfortable place you’ve built.”

			“Thank you,” he said, a bitter taste in his mouth, thinking about the place he’d created but then been ousted from. “I look forward to finally seeing Di Terrestres as well,” he told her, hoping to take the focus off himself and put it on her own club. “Once our interview is over, that is.”

			“I’ll get someone to show you around later, if we need to. But back to you. Swings is successful, and well-known in the international community. I’m curious, though. Why exactly did you leave?”

			Michael paused. He didn’t know how to form the words, having never said them out loud to anyone before. He had deeply buried the pain and humiliation of the betrayal. But in the moments when he let himself feel, it still stung him. He hadn’t hoped to get into it during his first meeting with the woman he’d be working with. So, he went with a fair response of “It was time for my partners and me to part ways.”

			He caught the flicker of a question that showed in her eyes, her bullshit detector, no doubt, pinging at his nonresponse.

			“Why the vague answer?” she asked, leaning back in her chair. She crossed her arms, and he couldn’t help but notice the way her more-than-ample breasts pushed upward. His eyes drifted to the line of her cleavage that disappeared beneath the low neckline of her dress. “Unless you’re too busy looking at my breasts to provide an actual one.”

			Caught. “Sorry.” He wasn’t at all sorry. “There’s not much else to say about my split from my partners.”

			“I think there is.”

			“It’s nothing that will affect my ability to work here,” he assured her.

			But she wouldn’t let it go. “Legal trouble?” she asked, with her eyes narrowed and the tilt of her head showing off a length of smooth skin on her neck. All those sensitive nerve endings. He wondered if she would moan or squeal if he grazed it with his lips.

			“More like personal.” Michael’s voice was gruff, barely recognizable to him. It wasn’t anger that had transformed it—as was what happened when he normally spoke of the infidelity he’d suffered at the hands of those closest to him—but lust. It had been a while since he’d had such a reaction to a woman, no matter the attitude she threw his way. Maybe that was part of her appeal, he mused. She didn’t just fall at his feet and want to give him anything he desired. Her resistance to him was new, and the fact that he would have to work hard to impress her—well, he liked that. He could appreciate hard work. It just made the rewards sweeter.

			Alana raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow.

			He knew he would have to further elaborate, or she wouldn’t let it go. He averted his eyes, checking out her office—it was sleek in design, modern, but comfortable—and he blew out a heavy breath. “Okay, fine. My wife—” he caught her quick, surprised blink “—my very soon to be ex-wife,” he clarified. “We owned the club with a friend of ours. The marriage ended, the friendship ended, and so did the partnership.” Michael figured giving the short-and-not-so-sweet version of what went down would be the easiest option.

			“I know there’s something you’re leaving out there,” she pointed out. Michael said nothing, offering her nothing more about his personal life. “Why did you want to come here?”

			“I’m at a crossroads in my life. Gabe reached out to me, and I met him in Dublin.” Michael noticed her head tilt and her lips purse, then added, “I figured it was a good time for something new, a change of scenery, and I figure there’s no different scenery than Las Vegas. I’ve heard great things about Di Terrestres. You’re known internationally within the scene. I’m not sure if you know this, but I’ve known Gabe since university. He’s told me all about you.” He flicked his eyes over her. But Gabe hadn’t told him everything about her—he’d left out that Alana Carter was possibly the sexiest woman Michael had ever seen. Smoking hot, hard as steel and capable of making him want to do so many things to her, with her, have her do to him. But he stuck with “Gabe has had good things to say about you and the way you do business.” Knowing she wouldn’t make it easy for him, he kept going, hoping flattery and sex appeal would help melt her icy exterior. “I’m excited to get to work, to see what I can do for you,” he finished with an innuendo-laced, closed-lip grin. Just bring the conversation to sex, and away from his personal life. That was where his comforts lay.

			The way Alana raised her eyebrows, but then quickly lowered them, let Michael know that he’d had the intended effect. He saw the way she looked at him, and it was obvious that the attraction between them flowed both ways. She cleared her throat and leaned her elbows on her desk, zeroing in on him with those light gray eyes, while his eyes dipped again to her chest and the view he’d been presented with. “And what do you think you can do for me?” she asked, her voice husky.

			He, too, leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees. “I can relieve some of the stress and the pressure you must be under. Being a powerful woman in a man’s world can’t be easy. I’m here to do the heavy lifting at Di Terrestres and lighten your load, no matter what it might be.”

			Alana stood behind her desk, forcing him to look up at her. He was a tall man, and had never had a woman stand over him. “I think I know how you can relieve some of the stress, and make my day a little easier...” He watched with interest as she drew her fingertips over the top of her desk. Every movement she made was crafted to have an effect on him. He could tell she knew how to use her body, her mind, every part of her, to seduce to get what she wanted.

			And Michael was almost embarrassed by how well it worked on him.

			He stood as well. He could already feel all of his blood rushing to his dick. “Oh yeah? What do you have in mind?”

			“Well, first,” she said, her voice sultry, as she reached back and opened her desk drawer, took a step around the front of the desk to stand in front of him and handed over a stack of paper tickets. He inhaled deeply and found her perfume. Citrus with a floral hint, alluding to a more playful side? He wondered. Her scent was captivating, intoxicating, but no more so than the way she pursed her lips, one side tilted upward, and she dipped her chin to what she’d placed in his hand, urging him to look.

			He looked in his hand and saw what she’d given him, and he laughed without humor.

			“You can pick up my dry cleaning,” she told him, her voice still a sultry whisper. “The address is on the back.”

			Her dry cleaning? “You can’t be serious.”

			All hint of seduction was now missing from her voice and posture. “Mr. Paul, you’ll discover that I’m rarely anything but serious.”

			He shook his head, and glared down at her. “Do you know what you’re paying me? I didn’t come all the way here from London to run your errands.”

			“You’ll do exactly what I tell you to do,” she said in a harsh whisper. “I don’t care what I’m paying you, just make sure you prove you’re worth it.”

			He could tell she was angry, and no longer the ice queen she’d been when he walked in. It made him smile that he’d been able to affect her. “I’ll show you how worth it I am. But I have to say, I was under the impression from your partners that I’d be running Di Terrestres. Hence, that large salary.”

			“That’s a joke. I run Di Terrestres. I can’t be blamed for any misinformation you were given by my associates.”

			“Then why am I here?”

			“Good question.” They each watched the other, and the more Michael dueled with Alana, the more frustrating she became. And the more a sick part of him enjoyed it.

			She sighed, and he wondered if he was finally wearing her down. “Let’s get this over with, and we’ll see where you belong here,” she said. “What sorts of things have you been credited with in your old club. What did you do there?”

			He sobered, and for a moment forgot about their battle of wills and the sexual tension and got back down to business. Sure, he was having fun playing with Alana, but there were few things Michael took as seriously as his old club. When it was his. “Originally, Swings was my idea. There were some deficiencies in the London kink and swing scene. It was limited to a few private parties here and there, held in private homes. But as you can imagine—going to a person’s home or someone else’s dungeon opens you up for all kinds of risks. We gave people a place to safely play. But we made it accessible to most people. Not just the super rich. With different price points and levels of membership, our first-tier dues are modest, but the application process is still as intense, and people had to be referred by a member.”

			“Did you see any challenges with that? Allowing it to be more open?”

			He shrugged. “Everyone deserves to have fun, as long as they follow the rules and respect other people. We had a private area for more well-known patrons, but everyone at all tiers was able to enjoy the facilities. Maybe that’s something we could do here. Increase profits by finding a way for allowing everyone to come here.”

			“I wouldn’t start making big plans yet,” she told him.

			“Are you so afraid of change?”

			She said nothing. Michael sat back and regarded her. The angrier she looked, the more defiant the look in her eyes, the sexier she became, the more he liked it, and it made him smile. She had a tough, cold exterior, but he could see the passion that burned underneath the facade. “Control,” he said.

			She blinked, looked startled. “What?” she asked, even though he knew she heard exactly what he’d said.

			He grinned. “You get off on control, don’t you?”

			Watching Alana as she busied herself with some files on her desk, straightening them in a stack, and then restraightening them, not looking at him, he thought this might be the way to get beneath that tough exterior. She didn’t respond.

			“Am I right?” he prodded. “You like to show you’re in charge, no matter where you are, don’t you?”

			“What are you doing?” Alana’s voice was low.

			He shrugged. “I’m just trying to get to know my new boss. Tell me what you’re into. When you go downstairs, where do you go? The dungeon?” He thought about it, and shook his head. “No, I don’t think you’re a dungeon woman. Orgy rooms? I have to say no again, because I don’t see you having fun unless you are in complete control. A fem domme?” he asked himself, knowing she wouldn’t answer. He nodded in appreciation at the thought. “Well, that’s intriguing.” He had to admit, he liked to be in charge, but he might seriously let Alana call the shots if she wanted to. Perhaps. Maybe once. Then he would show her exactly how he liked to be in control.

			“You are seriously skating on the line of a sexual harassment suit,” she warned him. “I don’t know how you ran things in London, but we have a professional place of business here. We keep our extracurricular activities separate from work, and we expect the same from our staff. So, if you expect to have a future here, I recommend you remember that.”

			“I will. And I respect your policies.” That part was true, but that didn’t mean he was done prodding her. “You’re definitely not a woman who likes to be told what to do, are you?”

			“You’re unbelievable.” She shook her head, and closed her eyes. He knew she was losing patience with him. And he loved it. “This interview isn’t going particularly well.”

			He grinned, still desperate to break through her walls and see the passion he knew was underneath. “Depends on who you ask, I guess. But I’ve already got the job, remember? Tell me how you like to be in charge.”

			“I don’t see what that has to do with this.”

			Michael pushed himself up from the couch, and took the step to stand in front of her desk. Flattening his palms on the desktop, he leaned over it and watched her. Her eyes were widened with surprise, her pupils dilated as they locked on his. Her shoulders heaved with her deep breaths. Every one of her actions, the micromovements of her face exhibited desire. He knew she wanted him.

			“I think it has quite a bit to do with us.”

			She blinked. “Us?” Her laugh was more of a coughing sound, and she looked away from him briefly, as if she were trying to hang on to the control that he was pulling from her grasp. But she looked up, confident, and he could see that she was still holding her own. Alana Carter was a formidable opponent. A coldness came over her eyes. “Let’s get this straight, Michael. I might run an erotic club, which my partners may have hired you for, but my own sexual proclivities are none of your business. As for us, I’m your boss. You’re my employee. And I don’t know what you’re trying to do right now, or what it is you’re trying to prove coming in here and swinging your big old dick around,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “But there is no us.

			“And as for you thinking you’re going to come in here and fluster me, throw me off guard, dominate me,” she ground out, “whatever your goal is here, it isn’t going to work. Every single day, men come in here and think they’re going to have their way with me—in the boardroom, the job site, the bedroom—but every time I make sure to let them know just how wrong, how small, they are.” She drew her pink tongue over her top teeth. “And they never try again.”

			“You sure about that?”

			Alana’s laugh was humorless, and held an edge of malice. Although she was at least a foot shorter than him, she faced him. “Look at the set of balls on you,” she said, her voice a dangerous whisper. “You think you can stroll on in here and presume to run my club. I know a man who looks like you, carries himself like you is used to having women fall at your feet, ready to do whatever you want. But listen to me, buddy, I’m not like those women. I will break you down, piece by piece, and completely dismember you.” She jutted her chin in his direction. “And I’ll keep those big balls of yours in a jar in my Birkin bag.”

			A slight shiver crawled up Michael’s spine. Impressed and a little frightened of the woman in front of him, he stepped back from her. “You’re good.”

			“I know,” she said, a self-satisfied grin spreading across her face as she crossed her arms. “So, don’t think you’re going to beat me, or that I’ll give up control of my club that easily.” Her smile turned full, revealing straight white teeth behind ruby red lips, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “And you want some advice before you go?” she asked. “I promise, it’ll make your day a little easier.”

			“And what’s that?”

			She leaned close so that their lips were only inches apart. He could taste her sweet breath. “The dry cleaning place closes at six,” she whispered. “You’d better leave now if you hope to make it.”

			Michael looked at her, then at the tags he’d put on the desk. He wasn’t her errand boy, and that wasn’t how their business relationship was going to work. But when he saw the defiant set of her jaw, he knew it wasn’t a fight that he was going to win that day. He snatched up the tags in his fist. “Fine. Anything else?”

			“No. See Cameron outside, he’ll call you a car.”

			“I have a car.” Michael glared, and turned on his heel. Walking out, he looked over his shoulder. “See you tomorrow,” he promised. It would be a new day to do battle with the woman in front of him. Even though she had the power to destroy him—so help him, God—he was looking forward to it. He’d never been a masochist, but when it came to Alana, he was certain that she could convince him. If he didn’t lower her resistance first, that is.

			“Tomorrow. Bright and early,” she told him, an all-too-sweet smile adorning her cynical lips.

			Michael vowed to revisit the conversation. Another time. Right now, he had some dry cleaning to pick up for the boss lady. If she thought she’d won the battle, however, she was sorely mistaken. He left her office, slamming the door behind him.

			Alana may have won that round. But the war wasn’t over.

			 

			Alana stared at the closed door for a while before she was able to breathe again. And when she did, the air escaped her lungs in a quick rush. “Oh, fuck me,” she said aloud to her empty office. The words shot out, unabated, as they’d been on the tip of her tongue, and were the same words she’d almost found herself saying to Michael Paul, her newest employee. The man was arrogant, imposing, annoying, condescending, thought he could take her down, and he’d even had the nerve to try to manipulate her with sex. But what surprised Alana the most was that she also found him to be completely irresistible.

			The heat returned to her cheeks, and it had nothing to do with her supposed medical issue, but with a pure, carnal desire for a man she knew could make her life extremely difficult. Save his cocky attitude—which was due for a serious adjustment—Michael would have been just her type. And when he’d grilled her on her sex life, which was completely inappropriate in a workplace setting, he’d absolutely nailed her, and what she liked.

			Control. Power. They were the things that she carried with her throughout her life, and not solely in the bedroom. Alana held on to her business with a tight grip, and she wasn’t quite prepared to pass it over to some man she didn’t even know. Who thought he could stroll in and turn her life completely upside down.

			But God. Just his presence had had an effect on her. Clenching her thighs together to alleviate the pressure that had built there, she took deep breaths until she was able to think about anything but him again. What had happened to her? One moment, she was sitting behind her desk, ready to send Michael Paul packing back to London. The next, the tall, dark Adonis had made her melt into a puddle on her chair.

			Inhaling, she could still smell him—his spicy cologne, his essence. Even though he’d gone, he was still in her office. Like he’d invaded the place, and refused to leave. She had to find a way to get him out of her building, and the hell away from her, before she found herself underneath him.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			ALANA RUBBED HER temples and rolled her neck. Another tension headache had taken up residence in the back of her brain, neck and shoulders. Her head pounded and she closed her eyes, trying to make the pain dissipate. She’d taken her pill—as prescribed—and a couple over-the-counter painkillers, but no amount of medication would make her feel better. When she felt like this, when the stress and tightness wouldn’t let up, she knew there was only one way to relax—sex.

			It had been a day. Not only had her best friends gone over her head and, without her knowing, brought in a guy to manage her club, but Alana blew out a breath as she admitted she was wildly attracted to the arrogant, gorgeous man they’d hired. Feeling the temperature in the room rise, she pulled back her hair into a loose bun. She was due for a little fun—it had been so long since she’d had any. Heading down to Di Terrestres would be a good cap to a crappy day. She called downstairs to the suite host, Andre.

			“Hi, Andre, is my room ready?”

			Over the phone, she heard his fingers tap on his tablet. “Yes, ma’am, it’s been a while since you’ve used it.”

			“Don’t remind me,” she told him. “I’ll be down shortly.”

			“See you soon.”

			Alana disconnected the call and quickly texted Eric, an acquaintance of hers who was always ready to hook up. Not many men were okay with lying down and letting a woman take control, but he never seemed to mind.

			Finished working for the day, Alana cleared away her desk, and shut her laptop. She stood and picked up her purse, glancing at her phone to see that Eric had responded to her message almost immediately and told her he was on his way. Perfect.

			Alana made her way downstairs. Sure, Eric was a good-looking guy, and always showed her a fun time, but as she used the private elevator from her top-floor office down to Di Terrestres, she couldn’t stop herself from wishing that it was Michael Paul meeting her in her suite. But that was a thought she couldn’t afford to entertain. She’d stared him down, had won the first confrontation, but she knew it wasn’t over. He didn’t even flinch when she gave him her best Head Bitch in Charge stare, and threatened to put his balls in her purse. That showed he was tenacious, sure. But there was no way she was handing over the reins to Di Terrestres—her baby—to just any random guy her idiot friends brought in, no matter how qualified. She pictured the shock on his face when she handed over her dry cleaning stubs, and chuckled as she remembered his outrage at being treated like an errand boy.

			She bypassed the crowd of regulars on the main floor of the club, not even looking up to the Brotherhood’s usual table to see if they were up there, because she didn’t care. She made her way to the suites and smiled at Andre, who stood at the host table at the bottom of the staircase.

			“Eric is on his way, Ms. Carter. You can head on up,” he said, presenting her with the electronic key fob to open the door to her preferred room. Once inside, she went to the small, fully stocked bar, and poured a finger of white tequila into a small glass, and followed it up with a splash of soda water. She took a swallow, and walked into the small en suite bathroom. The liquor warmed her from the inside, and soothed her frayed nerves, and succeeded in loosening her up a little, shaking off her confrontation with Michael.

			In front of the full-length mirror, she shook off her blazer and unbuttoned her shirt then pushed her skirt over her thighs. The need for physical release pulsed through her and she didn’t want to waste any time getting naked once Eric showed up. In her matching black bra and panties, and favorite pair of black stilettos, she liked what she saw.

			She brushed her hair back with her fingers, and did a shimmy in her bra to push her already-ample breasts higher. Checking the time, she guessed Eric would be there soon. She knew he looked forward to their infrequent encounters. She checked out her figure in the mirror as she reapplied her cherry-red lipstick, and she smiled. Hell, can you blame him?

			 

			Michael’s face was set in a frustrated frown as he crossed the floor of Di Terrestres. He’d come to Vegas ready to get to work, to put everything in his past behind him and put down roots in a new city. To start a new successful life. But as he slung the plastic dry cleaning bags over his forearm, he shook his head. There was one thing standing in his way of that. Alana.

			So far, his first day had included pissing off his new boss, then hitting on her, then being sent to pick up her dry cleaning. But he wanted to do more work than that. He was restless.

			Normally, there was a way for him to ease his restlessness—sex. It was plenty available in Vegas, especially at Di Terrestres, but he wasn’t interested in taking part in the activities at the club. He had to focus his time and energy on work, to make a good first impression on his new bosses. He’d already blown that to hell with Alana, he knew. But he had to be on his best behavior going forward.

			Whether she knew it or not, she’d kicked his ass all over her office. But the thing was, he’d kind of liked it. He was a dominant type, he liked control—in every aspect of his life—and he’d identified the same traits in Alana. She ran one of the most well-known erotic clubs in the country, and was known internationally. He knew from experience that it wasn’t an easy job, and he respected that. It couldn’t have been easy being her—and that was most likely the reason for the walls she had erected around her—he could see them, felt them. But even though she was his boss, he was confident that with a little persistence, he could break them down.

			He recalled the way she narrowed her eyes, pursed her lips at him. Standing face-to-face with her had stiffened his dick, and he’d wanted to reach out and kiss her. But he didn’t. As well as being a sucker for punishment, he was a professional. He needed the fresh start that she and her friends had given him. And keeping it in his pants to do the job was imperative.

			He scanned Di Terrestres as he headed for the private suites. They had put him up in a room there until he could find a suitable place of his own. His room was well equipped but on the small side, and he knew he would need to find something bigger once he got settled in the city. Looking around the club, during peak hours, he was able to see the crowds that flocked to Di Terrestres. The people who gathered for the drinks and conversation that preluded a night at an erotic club. The energy felt so close to that of his own place, and he felt it snap and sizzle through his blood. He couldn’t wait to get down to work. Pull his weight and show Gabe, Alana and the others that they had made the best decision in bringing him aboard.

			He came to the staircase, and, nodding at Andre, the host he’d met earlier, Michael bounded up the stairs, removing the electronic fob from his pocket. He stopped outside his room, and held the key over the pad to unlock the door. Shifting Alana’s dry cleaning to his other arm, he entered his suite.

			His bags were still packed, sitting by the door, the room still neat and unlived-in, but there was something out of place. A black patent leather purse was left on the small table. The bottle of tequila had been taken from its place in the wet bar and left out of place.

			“It’s about time you got here,” someone called from the bathroom. He knew the feminine voice, even though it was tinged with a bit of humor, and not the anger he’d heard in it earlier. But he waited, shocked and silent by the door, still holding the plastic bags of clothing as he heard the click of stilettos on the tile floor as she got closer, and he could picture the red soles on the bottom of her shoes. He knew exactly who would turn the corner to enter the room, but nothing prepared him for the vision of Alana Carter—his new boss—standing before him in her bra and panties and expensive high heel shoes.

			Her smile faltered when she saw him, and not the person she’d been expecting. They stood several feet apart, watching each other. She finally spoke, making no effort to cover herself. He was grateful for that. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

			 

			Alana might have looked amazing in her suit earlier that day, but wearing nothing but her undergarments and high heels, she was something else. “This is my room,” Michael told her. “Gabe arranged it. I’m staying here until I can find a place of my own. What are you doing here?”

			“This is my private suite,” she told him. As if she had just realized she was nearly naked in front of him, she whipped the top blanket from the bed and wrapped it around her perfect body. She shook her head. “You need to get out of here.”

			Michael made no move to leave. “Where am I supposed to stay?” he challenged. “All of my things are here. And I have a key,” he said, dangling the fob from his fingers.

			She shook her head. “There must have been some kind of mistake. A mix-up. This sort of thing shouldn’t happen here.”

			For once, they were on the same page. A mistake like that could be dangerous, and costly for the club, and for more than one reason he was grateful that it had been him and Alana who’d been the unwitting victims of the blunder. “I don’t know what happened, maybe Gabe put me here so I wouldn’t be using a room for guests.” He let his eyes run up and down her partially covered body. His heart stuttered in his chest as it pumped all of his blood southward. “But we can deal with it later.”

			There was a knock on the door. Michael inclined his head in the direction of the door. “You expecting someone else?”

			“As a matter of fact, I was.”

			Michael chuckled, enjoying seeing the unflappable Alana off her game again. He headed to the door and opened it. On the other side he saw a man, just as tall as he was, just as built. The anticipation in his smile dropped as did the corners of his lips when he saw Michael standing there.

			“Who are you?” the other man asked.

			“I’m Michael,” he explained. “You should probably leave, though, mate. I don’t know about you, but I’m not quite looking for a three-way tonight.”

			The man looked over Michael’s shoulder to Alana. “Everything okay?”

			Alana, still wrapped in the blanket, inserted herself between them. “Everything is fine, Eric. I’m sorry about this, but you should leave.”

			Eric took one last look at Alana, still wrapped in her blanket. “All right. If you’re sure you’re okay.”

			“I’m fine. Thank you.”

			Eric nodded, having lost the battle. Michael understood the disappointment the other man must have been feeling, to have such a promising night with this woman snatched away from his grasp.

			Alana shut the door and headed back to the bathroom, and Michael knew that she was going to get dressed.

			“Is this why I had to pick up your dry cleaning?” he teased, and she stopped and turned to face him. “So you could find the time to get fucked by some bloke named Eric?”

			“It’s really none of your business,” she insisted, grabbing the dry cleaning bags from the dresser.

			Michael cracked a smile. “Although I must say, you’re sending me some mixed messages. Telling me you’ll put my balls in your purse and then asking me to pick up your lingerie.” Her eyes widened as she flipped through the items. She must have forgotten the delicate nature of the things she’d directed him to pick up. “I have to tell you, though, you look good in black—” he nodded at the bra and panties she was wearing under the blanket “—but I really like the red thing.”

			Alana huffed out a breath. Michael laughed, and he knew that just made her angrier. He was having fun, and it gave him a sick kind of thrill to know that he frustrated her so much.

			“Don’t worry, my dry cleaning will never again be on your to-do list.”

			“Too bad,” he said with a shrug and a deep chuckle.

			“I’m getting dressed,” she told him, heading again for the bathroom.

			“Stop,” he commanded her, his voice just above a whisper. She did as he said and turned. He couldn’t tell if the flare of her nostrils was from fury or desire. He would put his money on a combination of both. He took a step closer. “You know, this might have been a mix-up, us ending up in the same room, but there’s no reason we should squander this opportunity.”

			As he stood in front of her, she tilted her head upward, looking him in the eye. “What are you talking about?” she asked.

			“I don’t know. Maybe we were both thrown together in here for a reason. Like fate.”

			“You believe in fate?”

			If he believed in fate, he considered it a fickle bitch, given his recent past. Especially since the first woman he’d had a sexual interest in in the past couple of months, the one standing in front of him almost naked, was his boss.

			He took a step closer. The blanket she’d wrapped around herself brushed against his chest. The contact made him tense up. “I can feel the sexual tension between us, and I know you can, too.”

			“Oh, you really think so?”

			“I know so.” He took her chin between his thumb and forefinger and raised her face to meet his. “I don’t know the reasons why, but I know you don’t want me here. But I am here, and I’m not going anywhere, so no matter how cold you are to me, or how many meaningless tasks you give me, I’m going to stick it out and do my job, and that’s to run this club like I know how.”

			“This is my club,” she told him. “You’ll do exactly what I say, when I say it, and you’ll thank me for the orders.” Her voice was firm, but the tremble of her lip told him that she was unsure.

			But he took a deep breath, and inhaled her scent. Light, citrusy, breezy, playful—so unlike the woman who wore it. “Sure, but you have to know that I’m not a man who takes orders.” He hooked his finger underneath the blanket she’d wrapped around her body and it fell to the ground, again leaving her in only her bra and panties.

			She gasped, but made no movement to cover herself. “That’s too bad,” she told him, pulling back from his touch. “I’m your boss. And I give orders.”

			“I’m just asking for a chance to do my job without you micromanaging me.”

			She cleared her throat. “We’ll see how it goes. I expect to have complete oversight. But I’m sure we can come to some sort of an understanding.”

			“Would that understanding include both of us staying in this room tonight? We can work out whatever this tension is between us? You’re a beautiful, sensual woman, and I want you. I know you like what you see when you look at me. Let’s explore this. See where it goes.”

			She hesitated, and he wondered if she might agree. He hoped to God that she would because the desire that racked his body was bound to snap him in two.

			“No,” she said firmly. Michael stepped back from her, giving her space—that was the magic word, and he took it very seriously. “You work for me.” She now looked perfectly lucid and waved her hands between them. “This can’t happen.” Pushing past him, she walked back into the bathroom.

			“Where are you going?” he asked.

			“I’m getting dressed,” she told him, slamming the door after her. Michael went to the wet bar and picked up the bottle of tequila she’d moved earlier and drank straight from the bottle in an attempt to quiet his raging hormones. In a couple of minutes, she came back into the room, fully dressed and holding her dry cleaning bags. She was once again the unflappable businesswoman. “Listen, Michael,” she said, pointing a finger in his face. “Nothing is going to happen between us. This was all a horrible mistake.”

			She left the room and slammed the door behind her. Already Michael had had two encounters with his new boss. Even though he wanted her more than he’d ever wanted another woman, he knew that she was right. They shared an intense connection, and he knew that they would have an amazing night together, but maybe it would be best for them to remain professional. He looked down and saw the way his dick had tented his slacks. Tell that to his body.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			WHEN ALANA STEPPED inside the elevator the next morning, she wasn’t sure what to expect when she arrived at the top floor. She’d stayed in bed too long that morning, for more than an hour, willing herself to get up. For the first time in a long time, Alana didn’t want to go to work, just because she knew Michael would be there.

			Since leaving the club the night before, the whole sordid mess replayed over and over in her mind. Meeting Michael in her office, having him walk into her room in Di Terrestres. She’d been so close to letting go, and having sex with him, but she’d thankfully restrained herself. Her stomach knotted thinking about the ramifications that kind of mistake could have had. Hell, it was bad enough that she’d found herself mostly naked in front of her newest employee—the one she wanted more than any man in a long time.

			Alana had been so tightly strung going home the night before that not even pushing herself to the limit on her treadmill, and a session with her best vibrator, had been able to bring her any sort of relief. And on top of that, she’d been unable to sleep any more than an hour or two—all she could think about was Michael, and how easily she’d almost crumbled when presented with the opportunity of having him. Every time she’d closed her eyes, she saw Michael. She could still smell him when she crawled into bed alone...

			What could she do? She couldn’t fire him without cause, as she’d been the one who’d been almost naked. She couldn’t act on their obvious chemistry; that could surely lead to a sexual harassment suit—not that she thought Michael would report her. He was clearly just as game as she was, but she had to be careful. “What a mess,” she said to herself in the empty elevator car. The only thing she could do was ignore their chemistry, ignore how much she wanted him and try to work alongside him.

			That didn’t stop the twinge of anticipation she felt flutter her stomach at the prospect of seeing him, or the uncertainty of how their working relationship would play out. Would he be just as aggressive? Would they spend all their time fighting? Would Alana jump him at the first opportunity? Part of her hoped that he would have already booked the first flight back to London. But she didn’t think so. He didn’t seem to be the type of man who would just run away. She would just have to put on her big-girl panties and deal with his presence in a mature and professional way.

			When the elevator arrived at her floor, the doors parted, and with new resolve, she stepped outside and walked down the bright hallway to her office. It was a surprise when she saw that Michael was sitting on the small couch in the reception area outside her locked office, beating each of her very punctual assistants to work.

			Alana covered her smile with her iced Americano. She didn’t want to admit that she was glad to see him sitting there, in her reception area, his long arms stretched across the back of the couch.

			“You’re here early,” she told him, making her way to her office and using her thumbprint to unlock the door. He stood and followed her inside as she put her purse and shoulder bag on top of her desk.

			She caught his smile as he consulted his watch. “Seven thirty on the dot,” he announced. “I like to start early.”

			Alana admired a strong work ethic. “Good,” she said, facing the large windows behind her desk. When she turned back, he was standing in front of her. Suddenly reminded of their height difference—he towered over her by at least a foot—she was forced to look up at him. He held out his right hand, as if it was a peace offering.

			“I’m sorry,” he told her, frowning. “I know we got off on the wrong foot. It was my fault. And I’m sorry for taking advantage of what was definitely an embarrassing situation for both of us. I was a Neanderthal yesterday.”

			“Thank you.” She shook his hand. And electricity buzzed through her. Capable hands. Strong, commanding hands. “I appreciate that. And I want to apologize as well. I wasn’t myself yesterday, either. I wasn’t feeling well, and your arrival took me by surprise. And then when you ended up in my suite...” Not finishing the sentence, she trailed off, shaking her head. “I don’t like surprises.”

			“I can tell.” He straightened. “We have a truce, yeah? We’ll work together in a professional manner. You are my boss, and I will remember that.”

			“That sounds good to me.”

			“Just as long as you remember that I’m not here to run your personal errands,” he told her.

			“I know that.” She had no intention of treating him like her personal errand boy. She felt he’d learned his lesson—that no matter what, she was his boss, and was completely in charge, even though she wasn’t completely sure that was true anymore. But he had showed that he was a good sport. I really like the red thing. His words still rang through her head. It was completely unrelated that “the red thing” was the sheer red lace bodysuit she’d chosen to put on underneath her wrap dress that morning. Completely unrelated, she reminded herself.

			Michael cleared his throat. He’d caught her daydreaming. She looked up at him and his knowing smile. “What’s on our to-do list today?” he asked. “It is officially my first day.”

			Michael was down to business. And Alana was grateful for it. While concentrating on her work, she could maintain a cool upper hand. At Di Terrestres, she was in charge, and with her to-do list looming over her, she could forget about her libido, and every hormone that screamed out to her for Michael. “I guess we can start by giving you a tour of the club before we open the doors. Then, seeing as how our conversation got off track yesterday, we can talk about my expectations and your responsibilities.”

			“Sounds good to me. I hope it goes a little better than our last conversation, though.” She turned to face him and he was again wearing that cocky, knowing grin on his full lips. “I mean, I had fun, but we didn’t exactly accomplish much, now, did we?”

			“What happened yesterday will never happen again. We run a professional operation here. I don’t normally let my emotions get the better of me. You caught me on a bad day. And I certainly don’t parade around in my underwear in front of my employees.”

			“That’s too bad,” he said, shrugging. “It’d be good for morale.”

			He was incorrigible. Ignoring his comment, she shook her head. She rubbed her hands together. “Let’s get down to business.”

			“I’m all for getting down to business,” he said, winking.

			Pointing a finger at Michael, Alana brushed past him. “Watch it,” she warned him, attempting to stop the smile from forming on her lips. As seriously as she took her job and the club, she couldn’t help but have fun bantering with Michael.

			“Oh, I’ll watch it,” he said, making no secret of the fact he was looking at her ass. The fire that had burned between them the day before still lingered, despite their truce. She rolled her eyes, and pointed to the door. “Come on,” she instructed, walking in front of him, making sure to put a little extra swivel in her gait as she walked away.

			 

			“This is the main playroom,” Alana told him as she led him down a wide staircase. So far, she’d shown him the bar, the private rooms. The Brotherhood ran a tight, clean operation, but he wouldn’t be able to get a feel of the place until it opened later that evening. Then he could see how Di Terrestres really operated with a packed house.

			Michael was relieved that while a lot of the sexual tension had remained from the night before, at least most of the animosity seemed to have evaporated. They’d reached an uneasy truce, but he knew that the fire between them remained, that it would continue to burn whether they wanted it to or not. Hopefully, he could manage not to get burned.

			He looked around at the plush benches and couches that lined the walls, several platforms, and tables that were bolted to the floor. Despite the bare furnishings, the large room still managed to feel intimate, classy, even with the lights up. “This place looks great.”

			“Want to see the dungeon?” she asked. Michael ran the words over and over through his head, trying to determine if there was a hint of innuendo in her voice. “It wasn’t a trick question,” she added when he didn’t respond.

			“Yeah, let’s see it.”

			She pushed open the wooden door, and escorted him into the dungeon. With the lights up, he knew it looked different than it would when the club was open and the room in operation. Several Saint Andrew’s crosses and different types of racks were scattered strategically throughout the room, while restraints, whips and other implements adorned the walls. Several cleaners diligently cleaned and sanitized without even looking up at them.

			Michael took it all in, and he barely heard Alana beside him, still speaking. He didn’t normally frequent the dungeon scene but he couldn’t stop thinking about taking Alana in there sometime, showing her how he also liked to be in control. He tried to mentally shake himself free of the image of Alana naked that had plagued him since the night before. This was supposed to be his new start. It was too important for him to screw up by lusting over his new boss. He had to get out of the dungeon, out of the playroom. He needed some air. “If there’s nothing else to see down here, why don’t we head back upstairs?” he suggested. “We can talk in my new office.”

			Alana nodded, and Michael wondered if he was imagining the longing way she looked around at the sexual apparatuses around them. He knew he had some sort of effect on Alana, but he wasn’t sure just how far it went.

			She preceded him up the stairs to the main floor of the club. His gaze dropped to her ass. The skirt of her emerald green wrap dress swayed with her hips; the swishing of the soft-looking material made him want to reach out to touch her. But with the way the tension crackled between them, he knew it would either lead to her smacking him, or him pinning her against the wall. Both options would be equally disastrous. Because he knew if he touched or kissed Alana, he would never want to stop.

			“Have you seen your new office yet?” she asked, looking back to him as they crested the top of the stairs.

			“I haven’t.”

			She grimaced. “It might be a little unorganized. We’ve been using it as an extra storage room. We’ve been without a general manager for a few months.”

			“Who’s been doing the job since then?”

			“Me.”

			“I see.” Michael knew the work that went into running a club. For one person, it could be the equivalent of two full-time jobs. “That must have been a lot of work for you.”

			“Yeah.” She pulled a plastic key fob from her purse and hovered it over a sensor, and Michael heard the click of the door unlocking. They walked into the room, and the motion sensor lights turned on. He looked around at the cluttered office. It was a nice size, but one wouldn’t know that based on the boxes, bags, old furniture scattered throughout. It was a far cry from the outward appearance of the public areas of the club, which were kept in immaculate condition.

			“It’s a bit of mess, I know, but we’ll get some people in to clean it ASAP. Your arrival was a bit of a surprise to me.”

			“You’ve said that already,” he pointed out. “Why weren’t you part of my hiring? Seeing as how you run the place, it’s strange that you didn’t even know I was coming.”

			She didn’t answer, but her frown spoke volumes to him. Something had gone down between her and her partners, but he had no idea what. Instead of continuing the conversation, she turned to the window, and away from him.

			But Michael couldn’t dwell on the view as he looked upon the sight of Alana’s turned back. For once she seemed smaller, vulnerable. He promised to himself that he’d find out why his arrival was a surprise to her. Had her partners not let her in on the fact that he had been hired to manage the club? Dishonest partners, maybe? He knew all about that.

			She changed the topic. “Your job will be to take care of the club, day-to-day, but still all decisions will have to go through me.”

			That didn’t sit well with Michael. He thought she would allow him to do his job with just some oversight. “You’re going to micromanage me.”

			“I don’t like the word micromanage,” she told him.

			“But that’s what you’re doing.”

			Alana shrugged. “We’ve been over this. I’m still the boss. This is still my club.”

			Michael started to challenge her, but her face had turned ghostlike, her eyes unfocused, and she reached out and grabbed the edge of the cluttered desk nearby. She was wobbly on her feet, and Michael reached out to steady her, putting his hands on her waist.

			“Whoa, are you okay?” he asked her.

			She squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m okay. Just a little dizzy.”

			He held on to her waist, and using his foot, Michael pulled the rolling desk chair closer, and helped her settle into it. “Easy, now,” he murmured, crouching in front of her. When he brushed her blond hair away from her forehead, he discovered that Alana’s skin was some of the smoothest he’d ever touched. He watched as the focus came back into her steel-gray eyes. “Can I get you anything?” he asked her.

			“Some water,” she told him, her voice still a little shaky.

			Michael jogged out of the office and to the service bar a few quick strides away. He grabbed a bottle of water from one of the fridges in the service area, and he made his way back to his office, and was surprised to see her standing again, straightening her shoulders, tossing her hair back, like nothing had happened. He knew she was trying to compose herself before his return. He walked over to her, handing her the water bottle. “You should be sitting down.”

			“I’m fine,” she insisted. “I skipped breakfast. I’m just a little light-headed.”

			“Does that happen often? Skipping breakfast? Dizzy spells?”

			“No,” she said, taking the water, her fingers brushing his. “It’s not a big deal.”

			“Why don’t you go home. Take the rest of the day off while I clean out this office. You can get some food, and we’ll reconvene tomorrow.”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Sure, you are.” He stepped close. “But you know, if you die on me, I’m just going to have to run this place, and make all the decisions without your input.”

			“I wouldn’t dream of letting you,” she told him, raising the water to her mouth with a shaky hand.

			He went to her again, and stood close, studying her face, as her healthy color returned. “Why don’t we go grab some lunch?”

			“No, I don’t have time,” she told him.

			“Make time.” He was worried about her. But that didn’t mean he had to put his hands back on her waist. He just wanted to touch her, keep her close, and he was unable to stop himself. He squeezed, and she gasped. He pulled her closer.

			Her mouth open, her eyes wide, she looked up at him. His fingers dug into her waist, and he felt her relax in his grip. She took a step toward him, bringing him within an inch of her. She lifted her face to his, and parted her lush red lips slightly.

			Michael took it as all the invitation he needed, and kissed her, brushing lightly, testing Alana before he went further. His next taste of her was deeper, more insistent. Her mouth opened and he took more. He found her tongue with long strokes of his own. She moaned into his mouth, as he pulled her closer and smoothed his palms over her ass. God, she felt amazing. Her arms encircled his shoulders, and he felt her flex her hips ever so slightly against him. Forgotten was that she was his boss, that he was so close to screwing up his last chance for a new life. It was stupid, careless, but all he knew was that he wanted more.

			Michael’s hand was at the hem of her skirt, he grasped it and raised the material up to her hips. A low laugh was forced from his throat when he saw that she was indeed wearing the same piece of lingerie he’d picked up at the cleaners the day before. The one he liked. He squeezed her thigh, and pushed his hand higher, squeezing her firm, round ass when a ring peeled through the room, and he recognized it as his cell phone. “Shit,” he muttered, wrenching his hands away from her to dig his cell phone out of his back pocket.

			The caller ID showed it was his lawyer in London. Doing the quick math on the time zone, it was way past business hours back home. Alana had taken the opportunity to move away from him, and she was already across the room, drinking her water, not looking at him. He tried to not be transfixed by the bob of her delicate throat as she swallowed. “I have to take this,” he told her, trying to catch his breath.

			“Go right ahead,” she said, looking completely unbothered, but for her heavy breath and flush of her cheeks. He wanted to say something, anything. But what would he say? His phone continued ringing in his hand, and he had to answer it. Shaking his head, Michael turned to leave the room. With one final look at Alana, he answered the call. He would have to address what had happened between them, but what could either of them say?

			 

			Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Shit. Goddammit. What the hell? Oh my God. Every curse word Alana knew passed through her mind, and she covered her face with her hands. Shame and embarrassment came over her like a wave and it forced her to sit down. What had she done? Her eyes went to the door. Her cheeks were still warm. But she didn’t think it was the result of the dizzy spell she’d just had. It was shame, embarrassment, lust that did it. She’d kissed her employee. And had his phone not interrupted them, she knew it would have gone further. It shouldn’t have happened. But that didn’t mean she hadn’t wanted it. And when Alana licked her lips, she could still taste Michael. The trouble was, a sick part of her wanted more.

			Alana gulped back the rest of the water from the bottle in an attempt to quench her thirst, but she knew the water wouldn’t satisfy her. The door flew open again. Looking up, she saw it was Michael. His phone clenched tightly in his large fist. His eyes were narrowed, and his nostrils flared, and she had no idea how to read his expression.

			“Everything okay?” she asked, trying to instill some amount of normalcy between them to break the tension.

			“Everything is fine,” he all but growled. “That was my lawyer.”

			“Oh really?” Part of Alana hoped it was his immigration lawyer, telling him there was a problem with his work visa, and that he had to start packing and head home. Michael leaving the country was the only way she would be safe. Because there was no way she could trust herself to stay away from him if she had to see him every day.

			He didn’t move from his place in the doorway. “Yeah, my divorce is finalized,” he told her. His voice was quiet, and she couldn’t guess at the emotion behind it.

			“And that’s good?” she ventured. His mood was a mystery. He’d mentioned that his marriage had ended, but she couldn’t read the look on his face.

			“It’s definitely a good thing. It’s a relief that it’s finally over.” He took a step farther into the room, and shut the door. Taking several long strides to meet her where she stood near the cluttered desk.

			“Well, congratulations, I guess,” she whispered. Alana’s heart drummed in her chest, and she took a step back away from him, lest she faint...or jump into his arms.

			“Thanks.” He looked down at her, and Alana, who normally prided herself on being stronger, tougher, meaner than everyone else, felt Michael’s power. The raw sexuality that he exuded draped over her like a blanket. All that she could hear in the room was their breaths, hers matched with his. “I just know my lawyer could have had better timing.”

			Alana didn’t even have a chance to speak before his mouth was on hers again. She knew she should stop him, but she was powerless to do so. Her palms found his chest, but instead of pushing him away, she pushed her hands upward, to encircle his shoulders and pull him closer, while his hands gripped her ass.

			It was stupid; it was wrong; it was risky—especially with her staff assembling, and getting ready for night service on the other side of the closed office door.

			But Alana didn’t care.

			Michael drew back from her. They stared at each other, and she wondered if he would walk away. But he reached past her, and swept all of the things from the top of the desk. He resumed kissing her, and without moving his lips from hers, he lifted her and sat her on top of the now-clear desktop, and leaned into her.

			Michael reached underneath her skirt and his hand ventured upward. He unsnapped the closure of her bodysuit, and she was exposed to him. Alana’s fingers went to his zipper. She found him hard and long as she withdrew him from his pants.

			“There’s a condom in my purse,” she told him, gesturing with a tip of her chin to the purse she’d discarded on the office chair.

			“Thank God,” he said with a smile, grabbing her purse and handing it to her.

			Thankfully, Alana knew exactly where the condom was, and she immediately handed him the small square foil packet.

			He whipped it from her fingers, and with almost frenzied movements, he covered himself. In seconds, he gripped her thighs, lining her up with him, and pushed into her.

			Alana had to bite down hard on her bottom lip to quell the scream that almost burst from her. But his first initial thrust was nothing to how he felt pulling almost all the way out of her, to roughly thrust inside again. His full lips found hers again. He kissed her gently once, but it turned savage as he entered her again, and over and over.

			Alana reached up, wrapping her arms around his neck, but he removed them, and with one hand, he held both of her wrists above her head, pinning her to the desk. Alana normally called the shots when it came to sex, and she’d never been manhandled. She was surprised, and only a little horrified, by the thrill it gave her. It heightened the feeling, and she raised her hips, ensuring Michael filled her at the perfect angle, hitting her just right, and soon she felt the familiar tension low in her stomach. It radiated throughout her body, tightening her legs at his hips, forcing her hips to buck, to meet his thrusts. Her cries were muffled by his lips, his groans mingling with hers. He broke free just as Alana felt herself come with a force she’d never felt before, arching her back off the desk, pressing her chest into Michael’s, with her wrists still bound by his one large hand.

			Michael buried his face in the crook of her neck, and she barely felt the light bite—more of a nip—of his teeth on her sensitive skin, before he let out a deep, guttural moan, and stilled over her.

			As her heart rate normalized, Alana regained her senses, and she wriggled against Michael. He pushed off her chest, and tossed the condom in the nearby trashcan. Alana sat and rolled her shoulders, stretching out the kinks that were a result of being restrained, and their eyes connected. The shame of what had just transpired hit her. Not only had she just been fucked senseless by one of her employees, but he’d also completely, dominated her.

			And she’d liked it.

			Flattening her down her still-unsnapped bodysuit skirt wasn’t on the list of the most dignified moves of a powerful CEO, and she shook her head at the way he grinned at her.

			“Alana,” he murmured, coming toward her. “That was—”

			She blinked, forcing her sex-fogged brain to clear. “A complete mistake,” she told him, cutting him off. “And it’s never going to happen again.”

			Michael dropped his hands, and didn’t come any closer. “Are you sure about that?”

			“I am one hundred percent sure,” she told him. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

			He chuckled, and she wanted to fire him on the spot—if she didn’t think a sexual harassment suit would be the most likely conclusion. “I think I know what came over you.”

			Alana glared and stalked past him, about to leave, her legs still wobbly. “We’ll get this office cleaned up later this afternoon. I’m leaving. I have work to do.”

			“Alana, wait,” he called out.

			She stopped, and turned to face him. Goddammit, he was gorgeous. And the cocky, satisfied look on his face made her hate him, but also want him again. “What?”

			“I think you’re right and wrong.”

			“About what?”

			His grin was lopsided. “You’re right. That probably was a mistake. But it’s definitely going to happen again—that’s where you’re wrong.”

			Alana said nothing, but she pulled the door open, and slammed it behind her. She walked to the elevator to her own office on shaky legs. “Oh hell,” she whispered, unable to believe she’d let herself be so weak. Disappointed that she’d let herself be so fully taken over by him, she didn’t know what she’d say, what she’d do when she saw him again. Alana did know one thing, though, as she pictured him and the look in his eyes as he’d thrust his hips and pounded inside of her...

			Michael was absolutely right.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			AFTER LEAVING MICHAEL in his office, Alana returned to her own, called in custodial staff to clean his space, and got the hell out of the building. At lunchtime, just days before Christmas, traffic was a nightmare. As she sat in her car, she looked around at the holiday decorations marking store windows and the happy shoppers. If her birthday hadn’t fallen on the same day as Jesus’s, she might have been able to forget about the holiday altogether, but there was no chance of that happening.

			The cars in front of her moved forward slightly and she followed for just a foot or more before she stopped again. The slow pace frustrated her, and she longed for nothing more than to get home and forget about what had happened at work. She slammed her fists against the steering wheel of her red vintage Stingray convertible. “Fuck,” she muttered to herself, eyeing herself in the rearview mirror. “How could you be so stupid?”

			Alana had never crossed a line with an employee. Even though she ran an erotic club, she was always careful to keep her work and her sex life completely separate. She’d been weak. Blaming her recent health problems, and a lack of sleep, and Michael’s strong sexy body, she knew it wouldn’t happen again. It couldn’t.

			The traffic eased up, and Alana made it home in a short time. But when she pulled into her driveway, she saw another car in front of her house. Gabe was waiting for her.

			She got out, opened the door to her house and walked inside, letting him follow her.

			“Cameron said you’d gone home early.”

			“Yeah,” she told him, getting them both a bottle of water from the fridge.

			“You okay? You never leave work early.”

			“I’m fine,” she told him, getting tired of saying the words. She spent so much time convincing people that she was okay. If only they could all just leave her alone.

			“So, you aren’t talking to me? Well, with the exception of one-syllable answers.”

			She sighed, not wanting to have this conversation, especially now. “We’re talking, aren’t we? What more do you want?”

			“Listen, Alana, we’re really sorry you feel we went over your head and brought in Michael.”

			“That’s the worst apology I’ve ever heard.” She laughed. “You’re sorry that I feel that way. Not that you did it.”

			“Okay, I worded it wrong. We shouldn’t have gone around you. Di Terrestres needed a new manager. We knew you wouldn’t go for it.”

			“I was doing the job.”

			“Along with everything else you do with the rest of the properties. It’s too much. We knew that you would see our decision to hire as a slight against you. But it wasn’t. You’ve been working so hard lately, so many hours, we want you to take a break. Michael will ease up your schedule a little.”

			At Michael’s name, Alana couldn’t help the shiver that passed through her body. “But why him?” she asked, hating how helpless her voice sounded.

			Gabe shrugged. “He’s perfect for the job.” He watched her and Alana wished he would stop looking at her like he could read her thoughts. “What’s going on?” he asked.

			“Nothing.”

			Gabe laughed. “You have a crush on the guy, Lana?”

			“No,” she muttered, not looking at her friend.

			“Did something happen?”

			“No,” she said again, too quickly, and she knew Gabe could see through it.

			“Come on. You can tell me. I’m supposed to be your best friend.”

			“Fine.” Alana took a deep breath. “But if you say anything to anyone, I will kill you.”

			He crossed the left side of his chest with his fingers. “Your secret is safe with me.”

			“Okay, we fucked.” It was blunt, but it was the most appropriate description of what they’d done, frantic, desperate, on top of a dirty desk.

			“What?” His eyes went wide, and he laughed.

			She smacked his chest. “It’s not funny!”

			“No, it’s just unbelievable. It’s so unlike you.”

			“Tell me about it.” Unable to hold it in any longer, Alana launched into the story of how she and Michael had spent the last two days, culminating in the sex on top of his desk.

			Gabe turned sober. “What are you going to do?”

			“What can I do? It’s not like I can fire him. That’s a ready-made sexual harassment suit.”

			“I guess you’ll have to find a way to work with him. You know, without fucking him every time you’re in a room with a desk.” Gabe laughed. “You know, it wasn’t long ago when we were on the opposite side of a similar situation, you know.”

			Alana knew exactly what he was referring to. He’d come to her for advice when he’d drunkenly married Ellie, not knowing that she was his boss’s daughter. It had been a complicated situation for him, especially since he’d been assigned as her mentor, and Alana’s advice was that he stop being her mentor and end the relationship before he destroyed his career. Not caring about the career he’d built, Gabe had quit his job at the law firm, and now enjoyed a budding musical career and spending time with Ellie, his wife.

			“Except I’m not going to tell you that you shouldn’t see him,” Gabe added.

			“I’m his boss.”

			“Di Terrestres isn’t a normal workplace. Sure, you have to maintain a professional relationship, but there’s nothing wrong with pursuing something with him if you want to.”

			She shook her head. “Sex complicates the working relationship. It isn’t appropriate.”

			“Look at the rest of us,” he said, referring to the rest of their group. None of us started out in an appropriate relationship. But you can see that it’s worth it.”

			“We’re not talking about relationships. It was sex. Any attraction I might have to him is purely physical. Can we drop it now?”

			“You still mad at us?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Is there anything we can do to make it up to you? For bringing him in without telling you?”

			“How you went over my head?”

			“Yeah, that.”

			She crossed her arms in front of her, and thought of how Gabe and the rest of her friends could begin to make it up to her.

			She could tell Gabe was getting impatient. “What do you want?”

			She smiled. “I want a boat.”

			“You want a boat?”

			“Yup. A yacht. One of those big ones.”

			“You live in Vegas—where are you going to keep a yacht?”

			“I don’t know Maybe I’ll dock it in San Diego.” Her eyes lit up and her mouth formed a small O with another great idea. “Or maybe Saint-Tropez or Monaco. You let me worry about that. You guys get me the yacht, and I’ll let you know where you can send the cheque for the docking fees.”

			Gabe shook his head. “You don’t know how to operate a boat, or even look after one.”

			“You’re right. I guess I’ll need a crew as well.”

			“Fine,” he said with a sigh. “We’ll buy you a yacht. You have to hire the crew, though.”

			“Okay, deal.”

			“Sure. Let’s move on, then. Tonight’s your birthday party.”

			“Thanks for remembering.”

			“You are still on to hang out with us tonight, right?”

			“You guys are footing the bill, of course I’ll be there. Be prepared to spend, because the way I’m feeling right now, the tab will be high. What’s the plan?”

			Gabe laughed. “Okay, deal. Our usual Christmas gift exchange at seven and the limo is leaving our place at eight, okay?” He paused before turning away from her. “And now might not be such a good time to tell you that I invited Michael to come out with us.”

			She sighed. “Are you serious?” Alana did not need to see Michael Paul anytime soon.

			“What did you expect? It’s Christmas. He’s new in town, and doesn’t have any other friends here yet. How was I to know that you were having sex with him.”

			“Had sex,” she corrected him. “We had sex. There will be no more sex.”

			Gabe shook his head. “If you say so.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			EVEN THOUGH THE sun had already set, Alana slid her Ray-Bans onto her face as she got out of her hired car and walked up the circular driveway to the house Gabe and Ellie shared. She clutched the strap of her small evening bag to her shoulder with one hand, and in the other hand she held a large bag containing her friends’ Christmas presents. It was their annual tradition. They would get together a week before Christmas to exchange holiday gifts and then celebrate Alana’s birthday by hitting the Strip.

			Although, this year, she wasn’t sure if she was up to seeing anyone that night, especially since she knew that Michael would be there as well. She would have much rather stayed home to wallow in her recent mistakes. But if she’d skipped the party, it would have raised even more questions.

			She knocked on the door twice, and then pushed it open, and walked right on inside. She was greeted by the loud laughter, chatter and music. She saw the women gathered in the kitchen, overpouring glasses of wine for each other and laughing. Alana waved, and then went to the living room to put the gifts under the tree, and she found that’s where the guys had gathered. The Christmas tree lights cast a festive glow in the large room as she wordlessly put the gifts underneath. She stood, and Brett spoke first.

			“Alana, we want to apologize for what happened.”

			“You know, I already spoke to Gabe. It’s fine. Just don’t let anything like it happen again.”

			“You have our word,” Rafael said.

			Alex sipped from his glass. “Are we all okay?”

			“Yes.” She looked at the men gathered in the room—her partners and best friends. “You’re all jerks, but I love each of you.” When she looked up again, her eyes stopped on the fifth man in the room—the one she hadn’t even realized was there.

			Michael was sitting on the couch, watching her, sipping his drink, with a smile on his face. She tried not to react to his presence, but to do that, she had to get out of there. “I’m gonna say hi to the girls,” she said, sliding away from the group and heading for the kitchen without another word to the men.

			Goddamn him! Alana hated the way Michael made her feel. Just his presence made her want to fall at his feet. But she wouldn’t do that. She never did that. When it came to sex, she was the one who took control. But tell that to her still-aching arms and now-wet panties.

			She turned the corner and walked back into the kitchen, where Rebecca, Jessica, Maria and Ellie had gathered.

			“Alana,” Ellie called, running up to give her a hug. Alana squeezed her back. She hadn’t had a great start with Gabe’s wife, but they’d recently bonded, and Alana had soon realized that she was perfect for her friend.

			The rest of the women greeted her, and before she could say anything, Rebecca handed her a heavily poured glass of wine. “Thanks, I need this.” She accepted the glass, and took a drink. The dark, oaky flavor of the wine reminded her of Michael, but it still managed to steady her nerves, and she allowed herself to relax. Now if only she could go through the rest of the night without seeing Michael. She heard his booming laughter come from the next room, and it sent a tingle down her spine. Not likely.

			 

			Michael sat back in the plush leather of the VIP booth at Di Terrestres, and watched Alana as she and the other women danced to the music in the center of the dance floor. He could tell that she’d been avoiding him. Hell, she hadn’t said a word to him since she’d left his office earlier that afternoon, after he’d fucked her on his new desk. She’d barely acknowledged him at the gift exchange, during the limo ride, at the club. But he’d seen the looks she gave him when she thought she was being coy, as her eyes kept sliding over to him, underneath the dark sunglasses.

			He could still feel her on his skin. He knew she was a passionate woman, but experiencing it firsthand had been mind-blowing. And that was what had occupied his mind all day, and would probably do so until the day he died. He chided himself for sounding dramatic, but it had been one hell of a long time since he’d felt that way about a woman.

			Alana had consumed him. He had no idea what had possessed him. One moment he was on the phone with his lawyer in London, and the next he had her splayed on his desk, and was inside of her.

			He wanted more, there was no doubt about that, but if he couldn’t rein in his libido, he’d find himself out of a job, packing his bags and heading back across the pond to London. He watched her dance with the other women, in her ripped, black skinny jeans, black crop top that showed off trim abdominal muscles, and still wearing her sunglasses, which made her look untouchable to him and everyone else around her. But Michael had touched her, intimately. He knew the taste of her lips and the sounds she made when she came. Her refusal to discuss what had happened between them that afternoon bothered him. He needed to talk to her. Even if they agreed that it should never happen again, he had to clear the air. He had to focus on the job, and that alone. A pleasant working relationship with his boss was necessary for his success.

			He felt the couch dip and he turned his head and saw Gabe sitting next to him. “Sorry we haven’t been able to hang much since you arrived,” Gabe shouted over the music.

			“It’s okay,” Michael assured him. “I’ve been settling in.”

			“How are you liking Vegas so far?”

			“I haven’t gotten to see much of it since I got here,” Michael said.

			“There’s time,” Gabe told him. “Let’s go out sometime. I’ll play tour guide, and show you the hottest spots.”

			“I’m looking forward to it. You all really know how to cut loose.”

			“Work hard, play harder, right?” Gabe said with a wink.

			“That seems to be the motto.” He looked up and again he could tell that Alana’s eyes were on him as she still swayed to the music. He leaned in closer to Gabe so that no one else could hear them. “Can I ask you a question?”

			“Sure.”

			He nodded his chin in Alana’s direction. He wasn’t exactly hiding the fact that he was talking about her, and he knew it would drive her crazy. “What’s up with her?”

			“Alana?”

			“Yeah.”

			“She giving you a hard time?”

			“Nothing I can’t deal with. But I’m just trying to figure out the best way to handle her.”

			“Rule number one—she doesn’t like to be handled.”

			“I’m starting to get that idea. But what was with that scene at your place earlier. Why were you all apologizing?”

			“She’s pissed at us. What else is new?”

			Michael already knew the feeling of having Alana mad at him. “That have anything to do with me?” Michael had been wondering what had happened between Alana and her partners.

			“Don’t worry about it,” Gabe dismissed the question. “Tell me what you think about the club. Have you had a chance to use any of the facilities?”

			“Not yet. Alana showed me around. But I haven’t had the chance to get into any of the nitty-gritty.”

			“I recommend you sample both the nitty and the gritty,” Gabe told him with a wink.

			“Think that’s smart? Seeing as how I work here.”

			Gabe shook his head. “It’s your call, man. We all play here. It’s why we opened the place. Just don’t mess with the employees, and you should be fine.”

			Michael rolled his eyes. “Thanks for the advice. Maybe cut back on the whiskey. I think you’ve had enough.” Gabe laughed and waved him off.

			“Go have some fun,” Gabe encouraged him.

			Michael liked the sound of that. Hell, with the exception of taking Alana that afternoon, the only fun he’d had since coming to Las Vegas came from verbally sparring with her. He scanned the room, and his eyes once again settled on her lithe form in the middle of the dance floor. “Maybe I will. Thanks for the tip.”

			Having watched her enough, he downed the rest of his lager and stood from the couch. He was going to talk to her now. He strode across the dance floor to her, and he was less than a foot away before she noticed him. The rest of the women in the group also stopped dancing as he approached, watching him, and he wondered briefly if Alana had told them about their transgressions earlier that day. He didn’t care.

			“Happy birthday,” he said.

			“It isn’t my birthday,” she told him. “We’re just celebrating early.”

			“Good thing I still have time to get you a gift, then,” he said, with a laugh. “When is your birthday?”

			“The twenty-fifth.”

			“A Christmas baby,” he said with a teasing grin.

			“That’s me. And it’s been a real treat my entire life,” she told him, rolling her eyes.

			“Did you get a lot of joint presents?”

			“Like, every year. We decided to party tonight, because all of the guys have Christmas plans.”

			Michael caught the hint of sadness in her voice, and wondered what sort of emotion he might be able to see in her eyes behind the dark sunglasses she still wore. “No Christmas plans for you?”

			She shook her head. “No, not really.”

			“Me, neither.”

			They shared a beat of silence in the loud, crowded dance club. “Nice chat,” she said, about to turn away.

			But he held her arm before she could bolt. “I need to talk to you,” he told her, hating how desperate his voice sounded in his ears.

			He thought she would refuse, tell him to go fuck himself, walk away, but instead she nodded. “Yes. But not here,” she said, looking at her friends. “Let’s go outside.”

			He saw the curious looks given to them by her girlfriends as they left the dance floor together and walked to the door. He was sure he could feel each of their eyes on his back. They walked past the doorman and into the slightly chilly December air. He hadn’t expected the temperature of Las Vegas to ever be considered “cool,” but moving there in December had proven him wrong, and his first purchase after arriving had been a thicker jacket. She led him around the side of the club, obscured from sight on the sidewalk by a dumpster.

			Alana, wearing only a sleeveless crop top and jeans, crossed her arms. “Cold?” he asked.

			“No, I’m fine.”

			“I haven’t known you long, but it sounds like ‘I’m fine’ is your personal mantra.” He paused. “But who are you trying to convince?”

			She said nothing.

			“Come on, I can see you’re shivering.” He took off his leather coat and draped it around her shoulders.

			She looked at him for a beat. But she pulled the lapels over her. “Thank you. Okay, I’m not looking to spend the rest of my birthday party hanging out next to a dumpster. You wanted to talk. Talk,” she said.

			He wasn’t sure where to start. He had a lot of things to say to Alana. “This afternoon—”

			“Was a mistake. I already said that.”

			Michael didn’t want to go that far. He didn’t feel as if taking Alana on a desk was a mistake. But if she thought it was wrong, he had to go along with it. “You know, I need this job, and I’m not going back to London. So, we need to figure out a way we can work together.”

			She huffed out a breath. “This afternoon was a moment of weakness. I don’t have many of those.”

			“I could tell.”

			“I’m sorry it went as far as it did. I’m your boss. It wasn’t right, or fair. To either of us.”

			It hadn’t been unfair to him. He’d wanted her, and he’d been just as willing a participant as she was. But he wasn’t sure whether she was trying to convince him, or herself. “I wasn’t complaining.”

			“It shouldn’t have happened,” she said again. “My guard was down,” she continued, not giving any indication that she’d heard him. Alana was in a one-way conversation with herself, and shook her head, pulling his jacket more closely over her shoulders. Her head turned, and Michael watched her nostrils flair a little, and he could tell she had smelled his cologne on his jacket.

			Whether Alana meant to or not, she shifted a little closer to him, and he took a step closer, so he could inhale the scent of her perfume, mingled with the drinks she’d had. She looked up at him. The fire had returned to her eyes.

			Taking a chance that she would either belt him or accept his touch, he put his fingers on her jaw, drawing her face up to look at him. He was surprised that she didn’t push him away. “Is your guard down right now?”

			 

			Alana looked up at the man in front of her. She’d been so easily dominated—physically, mentally, emotionally—by him. Her arms still ached from being pinned over her head earlier. She’d tried to do everything in her power to forget him, to assert her power over him. Her entire life, she’d done everything she could to hold on to control of her life, to dominate the boardroom and the bedroom. But in the couple of days she’d known Michael, every time she was near him, she crumbled. She hated it. Hated him. Wanted everything to go back to how it was before her professional life had been completely upended.

			Michael held her under his spell, and since meeting him, she’d seen only one moment of weakness from him. And she smiled when she realized that it was during their interlude on top of his desk. Sex. That was the answer. That was how she could wrestle control away from him.

			Alana was a desperate woman. That called for desperate measures. She told herself that as she put her hands on his chest, and, trying not to dig her fingers into his firm pecs, she slid them down his body, feeling the ripples of his abs, until they settled on his belt buckle. He said nothing as she dropped to her knees, not caring if the ground was dirty.

			“What are you doing?” he asked.

			She looked around the dumpster, at the people who walked down the sidewalk, just several feet away. They were obscured from them in the darkness. She gripped his belt buckle. “If you have to ask what I’m doing, you are clearly in the wrong line of work,” she said with a wink. She slid the leather free of the belt buckle, and lowered his zipper. It pleased Alana to see that he was already hard, and she loved the power she felt over him at that moment, the ability to make him react so strongly. She lowered the front of his boxers and reached inside, wrapping her fingers around him. She’d never used sex to manipulate a man, but she would gladly start with Michael.

			He hissed, and cursed under his breath. “Okay, I know what you’re doing, I just don’t know why.”

			“Just shut up and enjoy it.”

			“I’m pretty sure I will.”

			Parting her lips over his head, she slid him into her mouth, taking him as far as she could. But somehow there was still more to him. She pulled back, releasing him with a quick pop. She looked up at his face, as he watched her with the most intense expression she’d ever seen. In the dim light from the moon, his dark eyes were almost black. This was how she could overpower this man—take him over completely. “You like that?” she asked, dramatically drawing her tongue over her top lip.

			In response, she heard a low growl emanate from his throat, and he put his hands on either side of her head and pulled her closer. She opened her mouth, and took him again. This time, with his hands, he encouraged her—without being forceful—to take all of him. He pulled her back, then did it again. Over and over. Soon he began thrusting his hips, while he moved her head back and forth in tandem. She’d lost any upper hand she thought she’d had. But as he thrust his dick into her mouth, fucking her lips, she didn’t care. She took all of him, and she still wanted more.

			“Alana, I’m going to come,” he said in quick gasps. He removed his hands, giving her the option of continuing or pulling away. But nothing would make her stop. She increased the speed, the pressure, wanting him to come. She wanted to taste him, feel him run down her throat, hot and sticky.

			He clenched his fists in her hair. “That’s it,” he encouraged her. “I’m coming,” he said again. He pulled her hair and she felt a shudder run through him. Her mouth filled with salty liquid warmth and she swallowed every drop.

			He said nothing before he pulled her to him and took her mouth in a blistering kiss. Their tongues dueled as his hand smoothed down her side, caressing her ribs, digging into her hip, before he slid to the front, cupping her through her jeans.

			Alana was wet, warm, and she wriggled into his touch. “Why don’t we go somewhere I can reciprocate? It is your birthday party, after all.”

			Alana blinked through the haze of desire. Him reciprocating put the power back in his hands. When he touched her, she became a soft, yielding mess of a woman. She couldn’t have that. She had to prove to him and herself that she could resist how he made her feel. “No,” she said abruptly. “Don’t touch me.”

			Michael immediately dropped his hands from her body, and she appreciated his understanding of consent. He shook his head, and she could tell she’d confused and shocked him. “What’s wrong?”

			How could Alana explain that she’d gone down on him in a way to control him? How could she admit that she’d failed? Every time she thought she had the upper hand with him, she was wrong. She’d never wielded sex as a weapon, and she felt scummy for doing it now. She handed back his warmed coat. “I’ve got to go.”

			“You’re just going to leave?”

			“I am.” She stepped back from him, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I can’t believe I just did that.”

			“Will you stop apologizing,” he asked, trying to reason with her. “You don’t need to. I wanted it. And I want more.”

			“God, I’m such an idiot,” she muttered to herself. “I have to go.”

			“Alana wait,” he called to her. But she ignored him as she turned the corner and headed for the entrance of the club. How could she look at him after what she’d just done?

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			IF MICHAEL HAD had any hope of Alana giving him or his ideas the time of day, especially since they’d ended the last Friday night with his dick in her mouth, he was sorely mistaken. A week had passed, but with the exception of communicating strictly business matters through email, he hadn’t spoken to, or even seen her.

			With or without her, he got down to work at Di Terrestres. He’d taken the week to get to know the courteous and competent staff, analyze the books and get to know the regular patrons. When Friday afternoon rolled around, he was summoned to a conference room upstairs to meet Alana and the rest of the Brotherhood for a discussion about the club. During the meeting, the group talked about financial details, and Michael was surprised to hear the numbers, and how successful Di Terrestres had always been. But he knew there was room for improvement.

			“All right,” Alana said, closing her portfolio. “I think that’s about it.” She’d led the entire meeting; the dry source material was brought to life by the passion in her voice. The passion he’d recognized in their more intimate moments. He wanted that passion for himself, and he hung on to and savored every word. But she had barely looked at him. It was the first time he’d been in her company since she’d abruptly left her own party. Right after she’d sucked him dry in a dirty alley. He wasn’t sure why it bothered him so much. Maybe it was because he knew the passion that bubbled beneath her rigid exterior, but she hid it behind the walls she’d erected around herself. He wanted to break through, wanted to see it again. “Thanks for coming by, guys,” she told the other men.

			They began to pick up their things, but Rafael didn’t move to stand. “I’m just curious, but we haven’t heard from you, Michael. Do you have anything to add? Your initial thoughts as the manager, and the new guy with a fresh set of eyes?”

			Michael cleared his throat. He did have some thoughts, and he wasn’t sure if it was a good time to offer them. He’d thought about taking them straight to Alana, but she had yet to be face-to-face with him. So, the group it was. Perhaps one of them would actually hear him. “This is a brilliant place you guys have here. You’ve been open for a long time, and offer great services to loyal members.” He paused, wondering how to articulate the concerns he had to them. “But I am worried about a time coming when you aren’t the only game in town. Honestly, there’s nothing here that can’t be imitated with money and some know-how. It’s only a matter of time before competition comes to town.”

			“Do you have any suggestions of ways we should differentiate ourselves?” Brett asked him.

			Michael could feel Alana’s eyes on him. He glanced down the table at her, as she sat in the farthest chair from him. It was as if she was willing him to stop talking. “It’s not so much distinguishing ourselves from others, it’s more about giving our guests more options.”

			“They have options,” Alana finally spoke, her voice was firm and impatient, but still he kept going. He had an audience, and it was his chance to have his opinions heard.

			“I don’t mean whether they want to be a voyeur, or go to the dungeon for the evening. I’m talking about offering them variety. New things.”

			Alana rolled her eyes, and leaned back in her chair, clearly uninterested in what he had to say.

			“Like what?” Brett asked.

			“First off, I don’t understand why there isn’t any kind of a food program.”

			That made Alana sit up straight. “We’re not a restaurant—”

			Michael put up his hand, cutting her off. “Hear me out. Food is sensual, and enjoying it plays on every sense. We could add a few offerings, just light fare, high protein to get the energy going, something sweet to engage your senses.”

			The guys seemed to like the idea, so he pressed on. “I’ve been thinking about what we stock in the bar.”

			“What about it?”

			“I’ve started negotiations with some other liquor distributors, and I’ve been speaking with some labels.”

			“Which ones?”

			Michael listed some locally distilled spirits he’d discovered, and some other brands he’d been in contact with.

			“You can’t change alcohol distributors without telling me,” Alana told him.

			“I didn’t change anything yet. But take the tequila—the brand ambassador offered me a better deal and, frankly, a much better product. A trendier product, something people are looking for. The cocktail program needs to be revamped anyway, and it’s best to do that with a fresh brand.”

			“What do you mean, the cocktail menu needs to be revamped?”

			Michael was now annoyed at her constant questioning him. “I mean those exact words I just said,” he bit out through clenched teeth.

			Brett cleared his throat. “You know, guys, why don’t we call it a week?” he said carefully. Michael saw it as an attempt to diffuse the potentially volatile situation between him and Alana. “I think we can revisit the food and beverage programs at another time, when we come back from the holidays.”

			“Sounds good to me,” Alex said, quickly standing as well.

			The other four men stood, but neither Michael nor Alana moved from their seats. The door shut and he heard the click as it closed.

			“What the fuck was that?” she asked him after several beats of silence.

			“What the fuck was what?” he retorted. “I was raising legitimate concerns and ideas I have to keep Di Terrestres at the top. And every word I said, you steamrolled over me.”

			“Any concerns you have, any ideas you have, I would appreciate you bringing them to me first.”

			“And how would I do that, Alana?” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “We haven’t been in the same room together since last week when you put my dick in your mouth.”

			The sound of her gasp filled the conference room, and he sat back in his chair, satisfied at rattling her. At least it was a reaction that wasn’t outright anger. “Do not bring that up here in this building.”

			“That’s funny, because didn’t we fuck here in this building?” It was a cheap shot, but at least he held the upper hand, no matter how low.

			Alana exhaled a long, deep breath through rounded lips. “There’s nothing wrong with the cocktail menu,” she told him.

			She was getting defensive. And so was he. “No, there isn’t. If you forget the fact that it’s been the same for the past three years. Trends change, and it’s important we stay current, hip. Sure, you’ve cornered the market on kink in this city—for now—but there needs to be more. Have you spoken with the staff about what’s selling with your patrons?”

			“Of course I have.”

			“Then you’d know that customers are requesting new things—off-menu cocktails. And they’re looking for food.”

			“We don’t sell food.”

			“No, we don’t—yet.” He knew he would never win with Alana being antagonistic. If he was to make any headway with her, they would have to work together. “But think about it.”

			“I know the restaurant business. We own several. But that isn’t what Di Terrestres is, and it never has been.”

			“I know that. But we could provide some small-plate options. It’ll give people a little energy to keep the night going. Plus think of all the eroticism in eating. Sharing something, feeding it to one another, staring into each other’s eyes.”

			Her eyes raised to his. “I don’t like it,” she told him.

			“Why not?”

			“Food brings about a whole new set of logistical complications. The licensing alone would be a nightmare. If we serve food on the main floor, do you think we’d pass an inspection when people are undressing and having sex there? We’d never get a permit for it.”

			“Let me worry about that.”

			“You don’t give up, do you?”

			He shook his head. “Never. And knowing the restaurant business like you do, then you know that if we work together, it would be relatively easy to bring in a new, revamped drink menu with small, simple food pairings.”

			She sighed with impatience. “Fine. Make up a proposal for me. We’ll discuss it later.”

			Michael smiled. “Now, was that so hard?”

			“One hundred percent, yes, it was,” she responded.

			“You don’t give up control that easily,” he noted.

			“You’re quite observant,” she said, with a dramatic eye roll.

			He leaned in closer. “How does it feel to let go a little? Lose a little bit of that control you hold on to so tightly.” He trailed his finger over her clenched fist. She opened her hand and flattened her palm on the conference table.

			“We’re not talking about work anymore, are we?”

			Michael’s hand settled over Alana’s, their fingers interlocking. The small, intimate gesture made him feel closer to her than he had to anyone in a while. “You tell me.”

			“I think we’re more alike than we realize,” she told him.

			“I think so, too.”

			The door behind them opened, and they whipped their hands apart. They turned their heads and Michael saw Gabe standing behind them. Michael knew that he had seen them holding hands. “Sorry to interrupt,” he said, coming into the room. “I forgot my cell phone.” He walked to where he previously sat at the table and picked up the cell phone he’d left behind. “Have a nice weekend, guys,” he said before leaving again.

			When Michael turned back to Alana, he could see that she’d already moved away. The moment had passed, and all he could think about was getting it back.

			Alana was already gathering her things. “I guess that’s it until after Christmas,” she said, busying herself with her large bag. “I’ll see you in the new year.”

			It was the twenty-third of December, and Michael wondered how Alana would be spending her holidays. She’d mentioned the week before that the guys had plans, but she hadn’t mentioned anything about herself. “Alana,” he called to her as she neared the door.

			“What?” Her eyes were wide, surprised.

			He wasn’t sure why he stopped her. But it didn’t sit right with him that she might be spending the holidays alone. He thought of his room downstairs at Di Terrestres. It wasn’t like he had plans himself, and he certainly didn’t have any to offer her. “Happy holidays,” he told her.

			She didn’t move for several moments. But then she smiled. “You, too,” she said, and with that, she walked away.

			Michael watched the empty doorway for a bit, willing Alana to return, stopping himself from calling out to her, asking her to come back. Maybe he was better off pretending that nothing had happened between them. Maybe they were both better off.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			MICHAEL LAY ON the bed in his small room at Di Terrestres. It was Christmas Eve, and but for a few staffers keeping an eye on the place, the club was closed. It wasn’t shaping up to be his best Christmas, alone in a suite at an erotic club, scrolling aimlessly through Netflix for something that would hold his interest. The room was comfortable and more than sufficient, it would do, but he could go for a little company. And there was only one woman he had in mind. But apparently that wasn’t in the cards.

			His phone rang, and he checked the time. It was late, already Christmas Day in London, and he’d already spoken to his parents. It was Gabe calling. “Hello?”

			“Hey, man. I was wondering if you’ve seen Alana this evening?”

			“No. What’s up?”

			“I don’t know. I’m in Aspen with Ellie and her father. But none of the guys have heard from her today. And she isn’t answering her phone or our messages. She hasn’t been acting like herself lately.”

			“You know, I’m not doing anything. Why don’t I go out and look for her?”

			“Would you? I’d really appreciate it.”

			“Any idea of where she’d be?”

			Gabe listed some of her favorite haunts, including some less-than-glamorous places she sometimes frequented.

			“I’ll find her,” Michael promised, disconnecting the call. He only hoped he’d be able to keep that promise.

			 

			Alana tapped her glass on the scratched wooden bar top, signaling the bartender. “Another,” she told him.

			He watched her, but still he poured another ounce of Johnnie Walker in her glass. “It’s Christmas Eve, lady, why don’t you go on home?” he asked, his tone weary.

			“Tomorrow is my birthday,” she muttered into her glass. She thought about going back to her dark, empty house. It held no appeal to her. “I’m good right here. Don’t worry, I’ll make it worth your time.”

			She wasn’t sure why she’d decided on going out that night. She didn’t always like meeting men at Di Terrestres. She didn’t like to blur the lines of her professional life with sex. Good job doing that, she thought with a callous laugh to herself as she remembered how she had behaved with Michael. Drinking again, she looked around the bar. She was one patron, of only five, each one sadder, and more dejected than the next. There were reasons why people found themselves alone, drinking in a shitty bar on Christmas Eve, and Alana realized that even though she had friends, wealth, prestige, the hot car in the parking lot, she was no better than them. They were all the same.

			She normally frequented the dive bars, the run-down holes, looking for men who had no idea who she was. Just a couple of hours of anonymous fun. She didn’t have to be Alana Carter. She could just be a woman, with a man. Looking around again, she saw the bartender watching her. He was kind of cute, if not for the disapproving way he looked at her. Clearly, he didn’t want any part of the train wreck that was the woman drinking Johnnie Walker Black by the glass alone on Christmas Eve.

			“Well, happy birthday eve,” he said without much enthusiasm, wiping down the counter with an old rag. He pointed at her glass. “That one’s on me.”

			“Appreciate it.” Alana didn’t need the bartender to pay for her drink. She didn’t need anything from a man. But that thought led her to Michael, as most things did, and she shifted on her barstool. She needed something from him—she always did.

			Behind her, Alana heard the door of the bar open. The cool air came in and dispelled the cigarette smoke of the man at the other end, who was transfixed by the glowing lights of the video poker machine in the bar top. She sipped her drink. Another lonely soul on the most family-intensive holiday of the year. She couldn’t wait for it to be over.

			“What are you doing here?” Alana stiffened at the deep, male British accent behind her. His voice sent a trail of shivers down her spine, as if he’d reached out and touched her with his fingertips. The man held some sort of power over her. One she couldn’t fight.

			“The better question is, what are you doing here?” she asked Michael when he took a seat next to her.

			“Did you know there’s a search party out for you?”

			“What?”

			“Well, I’m the physical part of the search party, but the guys are all worried about you. Check your phone.”

			“I turned it off.” She took her phone from her purse and started it up. She saw the many missed calls and messages from her friends. And that made her feel bad that they’d spent some of their Christmas Eve worrying about her, instead of enjoying their time with their families. She clicked on their group chat and dashed out a quick I’m sorry. I’m good. and put her phone back down on the bar. “They worry too much. Bunch of busybodies. Worse than a sewing circle.” She glanced at Michael. “How did you know I’d be here?”

			“Gabe mentioned that you all used to come to this bar back in the day, and that you might be here on your own.”

			Alana cursed Gabe, her once brother-in-shenanigans, for telling on her.

			“I swung by and saw your car out front. What are you doing here? On Christmas Eve? Your birthday is tomorrow.”

			“It certainly is. To me.” She raised her glass, and drank. “What are you doing out here, looking for me, on Christmas Eve?”

			“I’m new here. I don’t really know anybody. The guys are all off with their families. I didn’t want to impose on that.”

			Alana smiled. She wondered if Michael understood her more than she’d realized. “Me, too.”

			“This was your big birthday plan? Getting pissed at an off-Strip dive bar?”

			“Basically yeah. You want one?” She motioned to the bartender, pointing at Michael, indicating another glass for him.

			“No, I’m good,” he told the man before he reached for the bottle. “Why don’t we leave?”

			She laughed. “Why don’t we get another round instead?”

			“I don’t think so,” he told her. “I can’t drink. Not if I want to drive your Stingray home.”

			“You’re not touching my car,” she told him.

			“Well, you’re certainly not driving it. And I don’t think this is the neighborhood you want to leave it in overnight.”

			She hadn’t thought of that.

			“What about your car?”

			“It’s an insured rental. I don’t really care what happens to it. Whether you want me to touch your car or not, someone must drive it, and—” he took her glass from her fingers “—it won’t be you.”

			“Fine.” She reluctantly handed him her keys.

			“Why don’t I take you home?” he asked. He gestured to the bartender. “And we can give this guy some hope of going home, too.”

			“Okay,” she agreed, not looking forward to going home alone. But it wasn’t like she could stay there drinking all night. She had to go home at some point. It might as well be with Michael.

			She paid her tab, and left a generous tip for the cute bartender. They walked out to the parking lot, and the cool air hit her face, sobering her almost immediately. Las Vegas might be located in a desert, but it got cold at night. She shivered.

			Michael, in his tight-fitting T-shirt, laughed. “You’re so soft. Sure, the breeze is a little chilly, and it caught me off guard, but it’s a lot warmer in December than I’m used to back home.”

			“I’ve lived here almost my entire life. Talk to me about soft when it’s August and the thermometer hits triple digits. You’ll be wishing you were back home.” He grimaced and Alana laughed.

			Michael unlocked the driver’s-side door, sat behind the wheel and reached across, popping the lock on the passenger door. She slid in next to him.

			“Nice car,” he said, smoothing his hand over the dashboard.

			“Thanks. This was how I treated myself when we made our first million.”

			“Nice treat. It’s smooth, sexy.”

			“Like me?” she asked, winking.

			He grinned and ran his eyes over her. “Yeah. Just like you.”

			Alana was starting to feel the couple of drinks she’d had in her empty stomach. She wasn’t drunk. She’d had just enough to make her feel kind of warm and fuzzy—to match the warm and fuzzy feeling she was developing for the man next to her.

			“We don’t have to go right now, do we?”

			“What do you have in mind?” he asked.

			“This.” Alana smiled and wedged herself over the center console, and straddled his thick, hard thighs. Cupping her hands on either side of his head, she pulled him to her, kissing him. She ground against him. She was wearing a skirt, and he easily slid his hands up her thighs.

			“We doing this here?” he asked, tearing his lips away from hers.

			“Unless you can think of a reason not to.”

			“How much have you had to drink?”

			“I’m not drunk,” she assured him. “I only had a couple.”

			“Well, I don’t have any objections at all,” he said before kissing her again. His fingers under her skirt, he moved to her center. Pushing her thong out of the way, his fingers found her clit, making her moan. She was so wet, he easily slid two fingers inside of her.

			She shuddered. “I know this is a bad idea,” she whispered as he speared his fingers into her.

			“You say that every time,” he reminded her.

			“It’s true every time. But when I’m with you, it’s like my brain shuts off and my body is in complete control.” He increased his pace as the heel of his hand rubbed against her clit, striking every nerve ending on the way.

			“Thank God for that,” he said with a chuckle. “Do you have a condom?”

			“In the glove compartment,”

			He reached over and pulled it out. “I’m glad you’re so prepared.”

			“A proper lady must always be ready for spontaneous sex,” she told him. “It’s basically my motto.”

			He covered himself with the condom using his free hand. “Good motto.” He lined his cock up with her center. “Know what my motto is?”

			“What?” she asked, breathless.

			“Fuck like a porn star.”

			Alana laughed. “That’s really cheesy,” she told him, but he cut off the laughter as he entered her.

			Alana screamed out loud in pleasure so sharp it almost cut her in two, the sound filling the interior of the car. With the steering wheel digging into her back, Michael began thrusting into her from below, causing her to hit her head on the low roof.

			“You okay?” he asked.

			“I’m fine. Just don’t stop,” she commanded, planting her palms on the ceiling.

			“No chance of that,” he promised, and resumed his thrusts.

			With the leverage gained from pressing her hands against the ceiling, Alana matched Michael’s movements. She tilted her hips back, allowing her to take him more fully, but also bringing her needy clit in contact with his shaft.

			“Oh fuck,” she said, and she came with a rush, and tensed her thighs to rise above him. He pumped into her quickly a couple of times before he came as well.

			Alana sighed and rolled away from him into the low passenger’s-side bucket seat, while he proceeded to zip his jeans over his still half-hard cock.

			“We keep ending up like this,” she remarked, not sure if it made her happy or sad. He didn’t respond, but she could see he was watching her in the darkness of the dive bar parking lot. The neon sign dimmed, signaling the bar had since closed, maybe everyone else had a place to be. She sighed. “Why don’t you take me home now, Michael?”

			The drive across town was mostly silent. Her car smelled like sex, and she didn’t think she’d ever get the scent of Michael out of her leather upholstery—not that she would want to. There was some kind of emotion playing in her mind, but she wasn’t sure what it was. It was heavy, all encompassing. When he drove into her driveway, the exterior lights, set on a timer, were on. But the interior was dark. Alana looked up at her darkened house, and even though Michael sat next to her, she’d never felt lonelier. For all of her adult life, she’d used men and sex to fill an emptiness, or to exhibit control. And where did that leave her? She exhaled the deep breath she’d been holding in, and her breath fogged the window. She was cold. Her house was cold. And it wasn’t because it was late December—she was chilled on the inside, and the only time she felt warm was when Michael touched her. “Thanks,” she said. “You know, for being there tonight. And for everything.”

			She reached over and, using the control in her car, she opened the garage door. He drove inside the ten-car garage, and if he’d paid any attention to her vintage car collection, he didn’t show it. He drove the Stingray into its space, shut off the engine and turned to look at her.

			“It was really no problem. I’m just glad I was able to track you down.” He smoothed a hand over the steering wheel. “Thank you for letting me drive your baby,” he finished with a smile.

			“I hope you enjoyed it. It’ll be the only time.” The silence in the car grew, and Alana looked away from him. “I don’t suppose you want to come in?” she asked carefully.

			His eyebrows rose.

			“We can talk. Or whatever.” Suddenly embarrassed, Alana shook her head, wishing she hadn’t said anything at all. But instead of shutting the hell up, she kept talking, unable to stop herself, as she dug through her purse for her house keys, not wanting to look at him, hating that she sounded so desperate, vulnerable. “You know, tomorrow’s Christmas. Not much sense in both of us being alone.”

			In response, Michael unbuckled his seat belt, and took her house keys from her hand. “I’d like that.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			MICHAEL GOT OUT of Alana’s Stingray, and with her keys in his hand, he walked next to her to the door.

			“Nice place,” he said, looking around at the large, luxurious, but cold space.

			She scoffed. “It’s ridiculous, isn’t it? When I left college, I was living in the tiniest studio apartment. When we started doing well, I moved to a small house in a neighborhood near downtown. Then when we became really successful, I wanted a new place. One that showed I was a success.” She looked around the neat, bright space. “Go big and go home, right?”

			“I like it. Definitely beats the room I’ve been staying in at the Di Terrestres. How many bedrooms?”

			“Seven,” she answered. “Eleven baths, office, family room, games room, a theatre, a heated infinity pool. It’s way too much house for me. Seeing as how I’m rarely here and never have any guests.”

			Michael smiled at her. It warmed him to know that he was one of few people who was allowed to see this side of her. “There’s nothing wrong with treating yourself to something nice.”

			“And get this, this place used to be owned by Nicolas Cage.”

			“Get out of here.”

			“Honestly. Actually, the guys were all more impressed by that fact than I was. When the agent told us that tidbit, Gabe basically forced me to sign the papers.”

			“Come on, that’s really cool. Con Air, Raising Arizona, Leaving Las Vegas. All classics.” Alana quirked an eyebrow at him, and he shrugged. “What can I say? I was raised on American films.”

			“Oh, and here’s the best part. Come on.” She took his hand and led him up a wide staircase. They walked into her bedroom. Another huge room, which featured a sitting area and a fireplace, a king-size bed he visualized them both using. “Watch.”

			She hit a button on a control panel fastened to the wall, and the curtains began to pull back, revealing huge windows that gave a panoramic view of the lights of Las Vegas Boulevard. He stepped closer to the window and looked down at her backyard, which featured the aforementioned infinity pool and a hot tub.

			“Wow,” he said, appreciating the view, but more caught up in the faint reflection of her in the window, as she stood next to him. “Stunning.”

			“Isn’t it?”

			He turned away from the window and faced her. “I wasn’t talking about the view.”

			“You’re a pretty smooth talker, you know.”

			“It’s just the accent. You Americans can never tell if I’m being sincere or completely full of shit.”

			Alana laughed, and it made him smile. “I think with you, it might be a little bit of both.”

			“You got me.”

			“But you’re also a pretty good judge of character,” she told him, pulling off her shirt as she walked past him into an attached room, the master bath, he guessed.

			“Am I, now?”

			“Yeah,” she called out. “Remember our first meeting? We hadn’t known each other for five minutes, but you completely nailed what I like.”

			“And what’s that?”

			He heard the water running in the bathroom. Sounded like she was filling the bathtub. His body tightened in anticipation of taking a bath with her. When she appeared in the open doorway, she was wearing a short black silk robe, cinched at the waist, but loose up top, allowing him a view of the cleavage of her full breasts, and her long blond hair was tied in a messy knot at the top of her head. She braced an arm above her on the door frame, bringing the hem of her already-short robe farther up her tanned, toned thigh. “I do like to be in control.”

			Sure, he’d had sex with Alana, and he couldn’t forget about that illicit back-alley blow job, but he had yet to see her naked, and he couldn’t take his eyes off the inviting skin she was revealing. “Is that right?” he asked, walking toward her. “Then how come every time we’ve been together, I was in control?”

			“What about last Friday?” she asked, looking up at him. “When I was on my knees with your dick in my mouth?”

			“Is that what that was about? Were you using a blow job to assert your power?” She shrugged. “Then why did you freak out and leave? We could have had a great night together. Doesn’t sound very in control to me.”

			“That was a temporary moment of insanity. I might have panicked, but it doesn’t matter. We’re both here now, aren’t we?”

			Michael smiled. “Is that why you invited me in? To get me on your home turf and have your wicked way with me?” He chuckled. “I thought it was in the spirit of Christmas.”

			“I’ll show you Christmas spirit,” she said, turning and walking into the bathroom. “Take off your clothes,” she said, looking over her shoulder.

			He didn’t normally take orders from women in the bedroom, but still, he followed Alana into the bathroom. Starting at the top, he began unbuttoning his shirt. He looked around the bathroom—marble floor, counters. The bathroom was larger than the flat he’d left behind in London. A large bathtub with probably enough room for several full-grown adults sat elevated in the center of the room with several steps leading up to it.

			Tossing his shirt over the back of a chair, he kicked off his loafers, then his hands went to his pants. He unzipped, and pushed his pants past his thighs to the floor, and he stepped out of them. Standing in front of her in just his boxers, he looked at Alana, who was watching him with keen interest as the bathtub continued to fill. “Why don’t you lose that robe now?”

			Fingering the robe’s belt, she watched him. “I thought I told you to get undressed.”

			“Pardon me,” he said. Hooking his fingers underneath the band of his boxer briefs, he pushed them down and off. He was rewarded for his obedience by the way Alana looked at him—hungry like a wolf, her gray eyes slits and her bottom lip caught between her teeth. “Better?” he asked. His dick was already hard and standing straight out. She nodded. “Is it your turn now?” he asked.

			She reached over and turned off the water. The tub was now full and the bubbles crested the surface. “Get in.” He watched her and saw that she was unrelenting. This was her game—on her turf—and he knew that neither of them would have any pleasure if he didn’t play along. He acquiesced letting her think she was in charge. As long as they both got what they wanted, he would do almost anything she came up with.

			He walked up the couple of steps to the bathtub. When he stepped in, the water, scorching at first, burned his calves. He blew out a breath, and settled in. It was several seconds before he acclimated to the temperature. He was a big guy, tall and broad. Normally he would have to squeeze himself into a regular-sized tub, but he was able to stretch out in hers. Closing his eyes as the near-boiling water surrounded him, he exhaled. It was heaven.

			The water moved around him, and he opened his eyes to see that Alana had dropped her robe, and was stepping into the tub. He was sorry he’d missed her unveiling, but that was quickly replaced by need, and appreciation for her body.

			He knew Alana was tough, but her hard exterior was nothing compared to the sleek, toned, but soft femininity that he saw as she stepped into the tub. She settled across from him. “What now?” he asked.

			She leaned back and sighed, enjoying the water as well. With her eyes closed, she shrugged. “We lie here.”

			“Really?”

			“It’s nice, isn’t it? Relaxing.” The bubbles covered her up to her chest.

			“Pardon me if I don’t feel very relaxed.”

			“This is an exercise in patience,” she told him. “We both know we’re going to have sex, but why not have a little buildup? Delay the gratification a little?” She ran her foot up his calf, past his knee, tickling her way farther up his thigh, until her toes brushed his stiff cock. The contact pushed a breath out of his lungs. She ran her foot over his length several times, but the touch wasn’t enough.

			“You know, I’ve never been one for delayed gratification.”

			Alana’s toes curled over his dick again, and then moved on. “I suppose you want me to do something about that.”

			“If you wouldn’t mind.”

			“I will. Later,” she told him.

			“How about sooner?”

			“You’re unbelievable,” she scolded him with a glare. “I invite you into my bedroom, and you still think you’re in control?”

			“Sweetheart, I know I’m in control. It’s cute that you think you have any sort of upper hand.” He was bluffing, of course. With every touch, she was driving him more and more toward the edge of insanity.

			She sat up in the bathtub, and his eyes were transfixed by the soapy bubbles sliding from her breasts. “You’re an asshole,” she told him.

			“Maybe,” he said, closing the distance between them. “But we’re both still here.”

			Even though she glared at him, Alana wrapped her arms around his shoulders and her legs around his waist. He kissed her and, standing, lifted her. Carefully, he stepped down from the bathtub. His dick slid against her wet skin.

			“There are condoms in the cabinet by the window,” she told him, breaking away from his mouth.

			“Thought you wanted to delay the gratification?” he teased.

			“Just shut the fuck up and get them,” she ordered with a tone that showed that she was as desperate as he was.

			Carrying her, he brought her where she’d directed him. He opened the cabinet, saw the condoms and grabbed one. She took it from his fingers and opened it, and using fingers he could tell were shaking, she tore the packet open and covered him with the latex. He’d meant to bring her to her bed, but he just couldn’t wait.

			In one stroke he was inside of her. “Jesus,” he muttered into her throat. Michael had been with quite a few women, but there was something about Alana that plucked at every one of his senses. It was her scent, her taste, the sounds she made, how she arched against him as he entered her.

			Her cosmetics fell from the counter and clattered to the floor as he thrust in and out of her. She clutched his shoulders as he pressed her against the mirror, his breath leaving a thick fog on the surface. He lowered his hand between them, and stroked the bud of her clit. It took only several strokes before she came. Her vaginal muscles spasmed and clamped around him, the vibrations shooting through him, and he groaned his release against her warmed skin.

			“I was really hoping to get you to the bed that time,” he chuckled, detangling his limbs from hers. “But I was never the patient sort.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			THE NEXT MORNING, Alana awoke and it took her a moment to recall who the man spooning against her back was. She turned her head and saw Michael behind her. Despite herself, she smiled. It had been a long time since she’d shared her bed with a man. Sure, she’d been with men. But she would never have invited one into her house...into her actual bed.

			She turned around in his arms, and watched him sleep for a couple of seconds, before his eyes opened, stirred by her movement.

			“Good morning,” he murmured. “Happy birthday.”

			“Thanks, and Merry Christmas,” she responded, warming that he remembered right away that it was her birthday, when it had always seemed like an afterthought to her family. She nuzzled closer, feeling better rested than she had in a long time. “How did you sleep.”

			“Amazingly. This is a great bed. But it was nice to have you in my arms.”

			Alana tried to push aside how warm and fuzzy that had made her. “You hungry?”

			“Starving,” he said, kissing her.

			“For food,” she said with a laugh, pushing him back. “I’m famished.”

			She watched in appreciation when he pushed out of bed and went to the bathroom. Michael’s body was really something to behold. His dark skin was smooth, covering ripples of muscle, highlighted by soft body hair. She frowned when he disappeared into the bathroom. But he soon emerged, wearing the boxer shorts he’d discarded the night before.

			He shook his head at her. “I’m ready to start the day, but you’re still in bed. Come on, the day’s wasting.”

			“This is my day. Can’t we just lounge in bed?”

			“That sounds promising, but I think we’re going to need food to boost our energy. Don’t you think?”

			The thought of her and Michael spending the entire day in bed definitely appealed to Alana, and she sighed. “I think you’ve managed to convince me.”

			He pulled on the jeans he’d worn the night before, not bothering with a shirt, and as he strode around her room, she marveled as the smooth muscles of his back and chest bulged and contracted. Following that body out of her bedroom was enough of a reason to get out of bed. He was a beautifully made man. By the time she got to the kitchen, dressed in shorts and a tank top, she saw that Michael had already started coffee, and had his head in her fridge.

			“How about an omelet?” he asked.

			“If you’re cooking, anything sounds good to me. I’ll get us something to drink.”

			While Michael tended to the eggs on the stove, Alana scanned the wine chiller and found a bottle of champagne. “How do you feel about mimosas?” she called.

			“I’m all for anything that gets me sozzled on Christmas morning,” he told her.

			He plated the meal, while she mixed the champagne and orange juice in a couple of crystal flutes.

			“So why are you alone on Christmas? Do you have any family in the area?”

			“Oh, I do. But my parents spend most of the year at their place in Clearwater. They love the Florida humidity. Christmas is always earmarked for my sister and her family in Colorado, anyway.”

			“You don’t want to spend the holidays, your birthday, with them?”

			“With work, I could never get away that easily. Now when they invite me, it’s always half-hearted, because they expect me to say no.”

			“I’m sure they’d love it if you joined them.”

			“Nah, all of the family, and togetherness.” She shook her head. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my family, but sometimes—the noise and chaos—it’s a bit too much. And then I’d just be spending too much time doing work stuff, anyway.”

			Michael frowned, and she hated how he looked at her, like he pitied her.

			“Listen, don’t feel bad for me. I don’t want pity. If you weren’t here, I’d probably be downstairs in my office.”

			“Instead of flying to see your family?” He looked around her house. “You definitely have the means.”

			“I love my family, I really do. But the more time I spend with them, the more I feel like I don’t belong. I’ve always had different priorities than them. For me, it was always about working hard, making money, and I know that sounds fucked-up. When I get together with them, I always feel antsy, like I can’t shut my brain off and relax. My mind is always here, wondering if everything is okay, or if there’s an issue at one of the properties. I just can’t concentrate on having fun. God,” she exclaimed with a shake of her head. “Just saying that out loud. I’m such a cold bitch.”

			“That’s a bloody lie,” he told her. “You’re not a cold bitch. And so what if something happens while you’re out of town? You have staff and partners who should be able to handle it. You have me now.”

			Alana looked away from him, unable to maintain eye contact with him. Before she could stop the words, they poured from her mouth. “That’s not all.”

			“Tell me.”

			“When I’m with them, I always feel like an outsider. They have warm homes, family. I don’t have that. And being with them reminds me that I probably never will.”

			“You can have whatever you want.”

			“You see my life. I don’t have room to introduce a husband and children.”

			“Is that what you want?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“But you can tell something is missing,” he said.

			She shook her head, unable to dwell into her psyche any longer. “Can we stop talking about me now? Why are you spending Christmas here, instead of heading back to London? Hopefully it’s because of something horrible and painful?” she asked as a joke, hoping to alleviate some of the heavy tension that had settled around them. But the emotion that passed over his face made her regret her attempt at levity.

			“It’s a pretty long flight, especially since I just got here.”

			“It feels like there’s more to that story.” He looked down at his plate instead of answering. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

			“This is a pretty heavy conversation for Christmas morning, isn’t it?”

			“And you’re deflecting. You made me get into all my personal stuff.”

			“All right,” he said, throwing down his napkin. “There is a reason for me leaving my club, for leaving London.”

			“You mentioned when we met that your partnership had come to an end.”

			“Yeah, it had.” He blew out a breath. “But what I didn’t tell you was that my partners were my wife and my brother.”

			“Okay,” Alana pressed him carefully.

			“I found out that they were getting off together.”

			Alana’s mouth dropped. She hadn’t imagined that was the problem that had driven him away. “Wow.”

			“For a while I’d noticed that something dodgy was going on. I had a feeling that she was cheating on me. That alone would have been fine. I would be pissed off, but I would have been able to move on. But it was my brother. We each had an equal stake in the club, and they ousted me. And then she emptied our joint bank accounts.”

			“Oh wow.”

			Alana could tell that, despite everything they’d shared physically, he was uncomfortable telling her the story. “And that’s why I fought so hard to stay here. I need this job. I need to show everyone that I can move on. That I’m better than them, and anything they can do.”

			“You are better than them. I don’t know you well, but I know that.”

			“Thanks.”

			Think you’ll ever get married again?” She wasn’t sure why she asked the question, but she wanted to know more about him and keep him talking.

			He shook his head. “No. Being that vulnerable to another person is not something I’m looking to do ever again.”

			“I get that,” she told him.

			They let the quiet moment stretch between them. Michael shifted in his seat. He finished his mimosa. “I should be heading back to the club now. I’ll get out of your way.”

			“Di Terrestres is empty. The club is closed for the next few days to give the staff time off with their families.”

			“I’ve got my keys.”

			“Sure, you’ll be able to get in, but it’s not the place to spend the holidays, now, is it?” She had an idea. “We don’t return to work until after New Year’s, but why don’t we do something a bit wild?”

			“What do you have in mind?”

			“We could just get on a plane, spend a few days on a beach somewhere?” While she’d originally invited Michael into her home to get him on her turf, to show him that she could be the boss, taking a holiday with him would put them both on equal footing and that could be fun, too.

			“Oh yeah?”

			“Yeah. I mean, we have a few days before we have to get back to work. Do you have any other plans?”

			“I was invited to spend the day with Brett and Rebecca, but I can cancel. Although I have to stop at Di Terrestres to get some clothes.”

			Alana stood from her chair and walked over to his. She sat on his lap, facing him and straddling his thighs, and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “Who says you need clothes?”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			MICHAEL SAT BACK in the plush leather seat and looked around the interior cabin of the private plane. He’d known that the Brotherhood did well financially, but he didn’t know they did own-a-plane well. He smoothed his hand over the fine, smooth material that cupped his body. As he settled in, he saw Alana watching him from her seat across from him.

			“I’m not sure I can ever go back to flying commercial,” he said. “British Airways is nice, but not this nice.”

			“Stay on my good side, and you won’t have to,” she told him with a wink.

			“You think I’m one of those kept men?”

			“I think you’ll be anything I want you to be.”

			“Is that right? You know I don’t take kindly to orders.”

			She shrugged. “You’ll learn to like it.”

			He was enjoying the banter, but the captain’s voice filled the cabin, announcing takeoff, so they left the conversation and both fastened their seat belts and leaned back in their seats. Michael sipped his gin and tonic and smiled. A good drink, on a private plane, headed to Mexico with a beautiful woman? This Christmas was certainly turning around.

			A gorgeous flight attendant came to them from the galley and turned to Alana. “Will you be needing anything else before takeoff?”

			“No,” Alana told her. “And once we’re in the air, we’d appreciate some privacy. We’ll let you know if there’s anything we need.”

			The attendant slid her eyes to Michael, and he winked. “Certainly. I’ll be in the back.”

			“Privacy? What do you suppose they’ll think we’re up to in here?”

			“It’s not their job to worry about it.”

			“Kind of mean to get them out on Christmas Day to keep them in the back of the plane, isn’t it?”

			“Please, what we’re paying them today, we have a list of employees who would gladly come out to fly to Cancun with us.”

			The plane taxied down the runway, and in just a few minutes, they were in the air, making their way above the clouds. Michael looked out the window and watched the hotels on the Strip, which jutted above the flatness of the desert, disappear as they rose above the clouds. He looked at his watch.

			“Bored already?” Alana asked.

			“No,” he answered with a sigh. “I’m just wondering how long before I can undo this seat belt and rip your clothes off.”

			 

			Alana laughed, but behind the laughter, desire thrummed a snare drum–like beat throughout her. Even though Michael only sat across from her, she couldn’t wait for him to touch her again.

			When the pilot announced they were at cruising altitude, she was barely able to react before Michael had unsnapped his seat belt and was on her. His lips were hard, insistent. Hurried, as he kissed her. While his lips and tongue were busy matching hers, his fingers reached underneath her blouse and he pulled it over her head.

			“Why are we doing this?” he asked. “If you always think this is such a bad idea?”

			“What feels good isn’t always what’s best for us,” she reminded him.

			“I don’t believe that,” he said. “I don’t know how this is anything but great for us.”

			His hands went to the waist of her jeans and she lifted up for him so he could pull them down over her hips.

			Divested of her clothing, Alana started on his. She unbuttoned his shirt, revealing his firm, strong chest and chiseled abdominal muscles—all smooth, dark skin peppered with curly dark hair. He was just so perfect.

			She ran her palms over his body until her fingers rested on his belt buckle. She shifted from underneath him and settled over him, straddling his thighs. He was hard and she ran her hand up and down his length. He moaned and pushed his hips upward into her touch. Shifting in his seat, he removed his wallet from his pocket, from which he produced a condom. “Here,” he whispered through a breath. He sounded desperate, and she smiled. With one hand, she unbuckled his pants, opened the condom packet with her teeth, and rolled the condom over his cock, so long, hard and smooth. She trembled with need for him. And that was the thing, before Michael, she’d never needed a man. She was normally the hunter, taking and using men as she pleased, laughing to herself when they showed any amount of weakness about seeing her again. Sure, she had a couple of guys she could count on to show her a good time, but that was as far as it ever got.

			But not Michael. Something about him drew her to him—something beyond the physical. He turned her into a needy mess. And she hated it—hated herself for somehow becoming so weak to him. But as she raised up over him, she had no time to dwell on it, or what made Michael different than any other man, and she lowered herself, settling in his lap with him filling her completely.

			“Aw fuck,” he whispered in her ear, his lips skimming the outer shell, biting out the dirty word in his delightfully proper British accent. He gripped her hips tightly and then slid his hands over her ass, alternatively squeezing and cupping her.

			She was on top, with the illusion of control, but Michael’s hands on her pushed, lifted, urged her to move. He was in the passive position but literally held her in the palms of his strong hands.

			With his guidance, Alana bounced in his lap, keeping a steady up-and-down, back-and-forth rhythm with a roll of her hips. Her eyes found his, and their connection was so powerful, so full of meaning that she didn’t understand. Her breathing increased, as did the speed of her movements. She wanted to cry out, to scream her pleasure as she chased the furious high at forty thousand feet above the earth, but she kept her volume low as she remembered the flight crew on the other side of the thin door. Her heart pounded in her ears, and she barely heard the pilot’s announcement.

			“Ms. Carter, Mr. Paul,” he started. “We’ve hit a little turbulence. It might be a bit of a rocky ride for the next few minutes.”

			“You’re telling me,” Michael said with a groan before stiffening with his own release.

			The entire plane shook as Alana settled in Michael’s arms, knowing that she should get dressed, return to her seat and buckle her seat belt but she felt one hundred times safer in his arms than she ever would in her there.

			“If this plane’s a-rocking,” Alana said, and laughed into his shoulder as his strong arms wrapped around her, pulling her body close to his.

			“How long is this flight?” Michael asked.

			Alana wasn’t wearing a watch, and without her phone, which she’d left in her purse on the seat across from them, she’d completely lost track of time. “I don’t know. Another four hours or so. Why? Are you getting restless already?”

			“No, I’m just wondering how long until I can get you laid out on a bed.”

			“Oh really?”

			“Really, I’m going to use the rest of the night to explore and discover every inch of your perfect body.” He trailed kisses from her lips, over her jaw, down the column of her throat, while his fingers traveled up and down her spine, causing her to shiver. “I want to take you every way I can get you and make you scream out in pleasure. I know you held back there, but I want you to be completely uninhibited. When we’re alone, you can cry out, yell, scream, and I want to be the reason why you do.”

			Even though Alana didn’t like the way Michael made her dependent, that was exactly what she wanted, too. The plane shook again and dropped a little with the turbulence. Not enough to scare her, but somewhat startled, she grasped him, and slid against his own sweat-slicked skin. If turbulence knocked the plane out of the sky, it would be the perfect way to go.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			WHEN ALANA HAD tasked the group’s regular travel agent with securing a luxury villa in Cancun in just under an hour, she knew that Nancy would find her something incredible. But she hadn’t expected her to come through with a spur-of-the-moment beachside palace. Alana was used to luxury, but the Mexican villa beat anyplace she’d seen in Las Vegas, and she was close to selling Nicolas Cage’s dream home to spend all of her days on a beach.

			The place was all fine marble and glass with large windows facing the pool and the secluded sandy beach in front of them.

			“This is amazing,” Michael said behind her. “How did you find it, especially for a trip on Christmas Day?”

			“A miracle worker of a travel agent. It seems money can buy anything. This is great, isn’t it?”

			“It is. Are you having a good birthday?” he asked, putting down their two small bags, which he’d taken from the back of their rental car.

			She turned and looked at Michael. Her birthday had certainly taken an unexpected turn. “Yeah,” she said, leaving out that it was, in fact, one of the best so far. “I am. Thanks.”

			“I haven’t done anything. This whole thing was your doing.”

			“Thanks for being here, though. I was imagining spending the day by myself, nursing an epic hangover.”

			“Well, I’m pretty glad I found you at that bar, and you decided to take me in your private plane to a beach.” She saw the moment he turned serious. “You know, this Christmas has turned out a lot different than I’d suspected, too.” A smile split his handsome face. “For the better.”

			They both looked at each other, sharing a moment, where two souls had joined because of their shared loneliness. Alana couldn’t handle the quiet introspection any longer, and unable to stand still in a poignant, meaningful moment, she pulled her shirt over her head and threw it on the floor. “Let’s get in that pool.”

			 

			Michael came up behind Alana as she floated at the edge of the infinity pool, which overlooked the white sandy beach, making the chlorinated water appear much the same as the azure blue of the ocean. He passed her a margarita he’d just made and she sipped it.

			She hummed her approval and closed her eyes, visibly savoring the flavor of the fresh lime juice and tequila. “That’s probably the best margarita I’ve ever had.”

			“I know my way around a bar,” he told her with a shrug. He didn’t only have experience managing sex clubs. “What, you didn’t look at my résumé?”

			Alana rolled her eyes and drank again without saying anything, and Michael began to prod her a little. “Which is why I think you should trust me when it comes to revamping a food and beverage program for Di Terrestres,” he said carefully.

			“Jesus Christ,” Alana muttered. “We’re talking about this now? On Christmas? On my birthday? Naked in a pool in the middle of paradise?”

			“Just don’t forget about what I said. Di Terrestres is a cracking good club, but I know how to take it to the next level.”

			Alana put her glass on the narrow edge of the pool. She turned to him, and spread both arms along the back, pushing herself up enough so that the tops of her breasts were out of the water. “Okay, smart guy, how do we take our already wildly successful club to the next level?”

			Michael knew that she would fight him on the food issue, but he’d had another idea. “A party.”

			“A party,” she repeated with a skeptical edge to her voice. “That’s your big idea?” She brought her legs up to touch his chest. “We already have two annual events.”

			“I’m not talking about just a regular party,” he told her. “Let’s go beyond members. People are getting sick of seeing the same faces there, and you know it. It’s human nature to want what’s new and exciting.” He wrapped his fingers around her delicate ankles, and pulled himself closer to her, to stand in the deeper water, between her spread thighs. “Why don’t we go beyond the members? Invite athletes, actors, musicians, influencers. All the hottest people, for the sexiest party they’ve ever seen. Hotter than the Playboy Mansion, hotter than...”

			“What about our current members?”

			“They’ll be the only ones admitted to the play areas. Imagine how it’ll feel to be one of Hollywood’s hottest stars, or a sports MVP and not be able to get to an exclusive area? Any person who isn’t already a member will be clamoring to become one.”

			“So, it’s a membership drive?”

			“It could be. But think of all of the buzz it would generate. Di Terrestres is very well-known among the small kink community. But let’s make it mainstream. That’s what I was hoping to do with Swings, if I hadn’t been so politely asked to step away.”

			She was silent for a moment, and she tightened her legs around his waist, bringing him closer to her hot body. He was hard—it certainly didn’t take much for that to happen when she was around. “It’s not a bad idea,” she told him, her expression softening. She ran her fingers up and down his chest. “Look at where we are, though. Why don’t we forget about all that right now?” she said.

			He disengaged from her legs. “You’re right. There’s something I want to do.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“This.” He kissed her once, and grasped her ass, lifting her bottom half above the water as she braced her arms on the edge of the pool so that she was mostly exposed to the air. He put his mouth to her wet skin just below her belly button. “The margaritas taste great, but I’ve got an appetite for something far more delicious.”

			“Taste away,” she told him.

			He lifted her fully out of the water and placed her on the edge of the infinity pool. He lowered his mouth, and parted his lips over her pussy. Her taste and scent were heady, intoxicating, and when his tongue speared her lips, licking all the way up, she cried out, her yell filling the quiet serenity of the luxurious villa. She was candy sweet, but heavy like wine, and he drank her back, savoring every drop of her essence. He increased the speed and pressure of his tongue, and she writhed against him, grasping the back of his head.

			“Oh God,” she gasped, tilting her hips to allow him more access. His grip on her ass tightened, as did her fingernails digging into his scalp. “Don’t stop,” she urged him.

			“Who’s stopping?” he asked, and went back to work, and he felt her tremble as the orgasm powered through her. As his mouth worked, he looked up to see her shudder. She was so beautiful as she shook in the throes of complete ecstasy. Letting go in a way that he knew not many had seen before.

			When she quieted, he helped her back into the pool, and she didn’t look at him as she reached for her drink, downing most of it in one swallow. He didn’t mind, and he sipped his own. If what he knew about Alana was correct, she was embarrassed for her unguarded moments around him. A proud woman like Alana had erected the walls around herself, and it was up to him to break them down.

			 

			After several days with Michael in Mexico, Alana started to feel the weight of work lift from her. He was fun, smart, sexy. Between pitchers of margaritas and sangria, and lots of sex, they made food, talked, laughed together. But with every hour that passed, it just brought them closer to the end, closer to returning to Vegas, to returning to work.

			She sat at the table in the large chef’s kitchen, watching Michael as he seared seafood for tacos. “Need some help?”

			He looked over his shoulder at her. “No, I’ve got this.”

			She pushed her hand through the beachy waves that had formed in her hair. She hadn’t even looked at her straightening iron or any of the hair products that were part of her typical morning routine. She found her mind drifting away from the present and thinking about the celebrity-filled party he’d suggested days ago. It was a good idea. They would have to develop it further when they returned to work in a few days. But that would be all they would be developing. They would be heading back to Vegas the next day, and that would put an end to whatever sexual relationship they’d shared in Mexico.

			Michael put the finishing touches on their plates, and then presented her with a dish that held three open fish tacos, with lime and crema on warmed tortillas. “Wow,” she said, her stomach growling. “This looks amazing.” She picked one up, folded it over and took a bite. The fresh citrus flavor invaded her mouth, and she felt some of the juices roll down her chin.

			Michael laughed and, using his napkin, wiped her chin.

			Alana swallowed. “That’s delicious.” She dug in for another bite, this time careful about making a mess or an embarrassment of herself. “Still think food is sexy?” she asked him.

			“You’re sexy no matter what you’re doing.”

			“Even with lime juice running down my face.”

			“Especially with lime juice running down your face.” She laughed again, but Michael watched her with a serious look on his face. “Why aren’t you like this more often?”

			“More like what?”

			“Like you are now—warm, funny, relaxed. Why do you present yourself as a real ball breaker at work?”

			“Thank you,” she joked and then frowned. “I don’t have the benefit of being anything but a ball breaker. If I’m anything but, people think they can take advantage of me. They think I’m the weak link. You don’t know what it’s like being a woman in my position. Since I left school, I’ve had to be tough because people wouldn’t take me seriously. But now that I’m on top of the game, they do.”

			“You developed a thick skin. A tough exterior.”

			“Did I ever.”

			“Is that why you pushed me away at first?”

			She sighed. “I took my frustration with my partners out on you. I lashed out, and it wasn’t fair. It was never your fault or problem—except for how cocky you were.”

			Michael chuckled. “You know, maybe it wasn’t all your fault. I may have come on a little strong.” He held his thumb and forefinger less than an inch apart.

			“Just a little. I felt cornered, and out of control.”

			“I did, too,” he told her. “You know, you’re more like me than you want to admit. It’s obvious that we both enjoy having control.” His voice dropped to a lower octave as he finished the statement.

			Alana put down her napkin. The way he looked at her was often too much for her, like he could see into her. She straightened in her chair, and raised her head. “Too bad we’d never work in real life.”

			“This isn’t real life?”

			She shook her head. “No. Look around. A whirlwind Christmas holiday in a beachside mansion is a break from reality. We can do what we want here, but when we return to Vegas tomorrow, and go back to work, we can’t do this anymore.”

			She wasn’t sure what sort of reaction she’d been expecting from Michael, but he didn’t seem to react at all. “You’re certain about that,” he said, a statement, not a question.

			She nodded, and steeled herself. “Yes, I am.”

			“Why?” Michael reached out and put his hand on her leg. Her denim cutoffs were short and exposed much of her thigh, and he took full advantage. “Why turn your back on this? Don’t you like how I touch you? How I make you feel?” She didn’t respond right away, and Michael quickly took his hand away. “Sorry.”

			She sighed. “No. Don’t be sorry. I like this. I like you.”

			“But...?” he prodded.

			“But it all comes down to me being your boss.”

			“You don’t have a no-fraternization policy at Di Terrestres,” he reminded her.

			“I know that. But how would it look for me to be fooling around with one of my employees?”

			“I don’t really care how it looks.”

			“You might not. But I do. I already have had a hard enough time being a woman in my field. I’ve heard enough comments from men who are intimidated by me who try to make me look less powerful than I am, or jeopardize my position.”

			“I’m sorry you’ve had to put up with that. And you’re right, it’s not something I understand. I’ve never experienced it.” He paused. “And you’re serious, then? Not continuing whatever this is?”

			“I am.”

			“Okay. I’ll have to respect that. In fact, you could leave me alone to run Di Terrestres with my own autonomy.”

			“Ha. Ha,” she said, not actually laughing. “I don’t think so.”

			A quiet moment passed between them, where they smiled sadly at one another. An acknowledgment that their time together was coming to an end. It was time to go back to the real world. As the memories of the past several days flitted through her mind, she ached at the thought of giving up her stolen holiday with the man sitting across from her. “But you know,” she said, reaching across the table and stroking his thigh, “we’re not leaving until tomorrow morning.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			ALANA WOKE UP in the master suite of the palatial villa, stretched across the width of the mattress, her cheek resting on Michael’s warm, firm chest. The peal of her cell phone had stirred her from her dreams, and the best sleep she’d had in her adult life. Since being in Mexico she felt better than she had in months. She was no longer plagued with dizzy spells or hot flashes, or panic attacks that normally struck her when she thought about work, or felt out of control. She had even remembered to take her medication regularly. That, coupled with the therapeutic effect Michael’s touch had on her combined to make her feel better than she had in years. She reached over to the bedside table to answer the offending phone.

			Checking the caller ID, she saw it was Gabe. “What?” she said, by way of answering, trying her best to stay alert, but her last night with Michael had been a late one, in which they’d taken great advantage of their last hours to be intimate. She was completely drained and tried to cover the yawn.

			“Hey, Lana,” Gabe greeted her, before he paused. “What the hell are you doing in Mexico?”

			Michael stirred beside her and got out of bed. She watched as he strode naked to the bathroom, with that completely bitable ass on full display. She drew her bottom lip between her hungry teeth. The man was quite the vision walking away. “I,” she stammered, searching for the right words, “I took a vacation. What’s wrong with that? How did you know I was here?”

			“I just got a call from Captain Tony,” he said, referring to their affectionately nicknamed pilot. “He’s at the airport in Cancun, waiting for you. He couldn’t get in touch with you, so he called me.” Alana took her phone from her ear and scrolled through her call log. Tony had called her three times and they’d slept through the rings.

			Shit! They’d missed their proposed takeoff time. That meant that Tony had been at the airport for about two hours now. And Alana would never hear the end of it from the man, because he was on the clock, and probably pissed. Alana had to play it cool, though, as if her sleeping so late had been part of the plan. “I meant to call him, but I forgot. We were having such a great time—”

			“We?” Gabe asked. “Who are you there with?”

			“Never mind. I’m hanging up now to call Tony. I’ll see you when I get back home.”

			“Okay, I really want to know who you left the country with. I mean, Michael’s also been away... Curious,” he mused.

			“Oh, fuck off.”

			Gabe laughed. “It’s your job to make it right with Tony, though. I’d suggest some of that sixty-year-old scotch you’ve been hoarding.”

			“Bye.” Rolling her eyes, Alana hung up and dialed the pilot. As she made things right with the pilot, promising him a bottle of the scotch Gabe had mentioned, Michael came out of the bathroom, freshly showered, followed by a halo of steam, a fluffy white towel hanging loosely around his hips. She hung up her phone as she watched him pick up his clothing and get dressed. “When do we have to be at the airport?” he asked, not looking at her.

			“We have an hour.”

			“Okay. I think most of our things are gathered.”

			“Yes, I think so,” she agreed. She pointed to the bathroom door. “Are you done in there?”

			“It’s all yours.”

			Alana wrapped herself in the white bedsheet and made her way into the bathroom. He raised an eyebrow at her sudden modesty, but she ignored him. Keeping the distance between them was necessary to restore the order of their relationship before they returned to Las Vegas and to their regular lives. She knew she would already have a bunch of questions to answer when she got back. She didn’t want to dwell on whatever was between her and Michael.

			When Alana walked into the bathroom, the air was still warmed from the steam of the shower, and scented with Michael’s soap and cologne. She inhaled, but caught herself from enjoying it too much. The fantasy bubble had popped, and it was time to move on. No matter how much more time she wanted with the man.

			An hour later, they were on the plane, the memory of how intimate they’d been just days ago on their flight down to Cancun teasing Alana. But this time, there was no erotic optimism between them. They acted like virtual strangers as they buckled into their seats. Michael in the same one he’d occupied previously, and Alana, sitting as far away from him as she could without sitting in the cockpit, she realized.

			They’d remained silent until after takeoff, and the flight crew brought them beverages, and this time, she made no request for privacy. Alana sipped her tequila, hoping that the awkward silence would dissipate after some time. While Michael busied himself on his phone, Alana decided that it was up to her. “Michael,” she started. He looked up. “For what it’s worth, I had a great Christmas and birthday with you. Thank you for being there.”

			He smiled at her. “I had a great time, too. Thanks for having me.”

			 

			Several hours later, Michael unlocked the door to his room at Di Terrestres. It was nice, and his every need was accommodated, but it was a far cry from the palatial villa he’d shared with Alana for the past several days. He put down his bag, but instead of unpacking it, he left it on the floor and headed back to the main floor of the club. It was open again, and the crowds were thick.

			He headed to the bar and ordered a drink.

			“How was your Christmas?” he heard someone ask behind him. He turned and saw it was Gabe.

			“Hey, mate.” The bartender placed his beer on the bar in front of him, and Gabe ordered one of his own. “Christmas was fine.”

			“Just fine? What’d you do?”

			Michael watched Gabe carefully, wondering what the other man knew. What had Alana told him? Had she told him anything? “Not much. Got some sun.”

			“Cancun is pretty nice this time of year, huh?”

			Michael laughed. “How’d you know?”

			“I didn’t know anything for sure until you just confirmed it.” Gabe took a sip from his drink. “So, you and Alana are a thing?”

			“Were a thing, I guess,” Michael clarified. “Although, I’m not quite sure what the thing was.”

			“It’s over?”

			“Yeah.” That was the one thing he knew. The thing he hadn’t stopped thinking about since the hired car dropped her at her place before taking him back to the club. He’d been disappointed when she hadn’t invited him in. But he was even more disappointed to have not heard from her since.

			They’d discussed having only a professional relationship, but he didn’t have to be happy about it. He admired her and was lucky to be able to work alongside of her. But knowing how they were together physically—sexually—he didn’t know how they could coexist professionally. But it wasn’t just up to him. Alana had drawn her line in the sand. She wasn’t interested in anything personal with him and he’d have to respect it, even if he didn’t like it.

			“You don’t look happy about it.”

			Michael shook his head. “It’s hardly my choice at this point,” he said. “Not much point in dwelling on it. I don’t know her as well as you probably do, but I don’t think I’m likely to change her mind.”

			“Alana is stubborn,” Gabe agreed.

			“Tell me about it.”

			“But I’m really glad you managed to get her away from here for a little while and she was able to relax a bit. That’s why we brought you in. Not that she’d ever confide in anyone else, but I know she’s been having some health issues. Her blood pressure, stress, anxiety and all that.”

			Michael nodded. Alana hadn’t told him about it, but he’d witnessed her dizzy spells and he’d seen the medication on her bedside table. He hadn’t asked. But in the short time he’d known her, she must have been doing something right, because the color had returned to her cheeks, and he hadn’t seen any moments of ill health from her.

			“Look at her, she’s going to work herself to death here. The old manager left and she dragged her feet on finding another one. She added the job on top of her workload—you know how much work goes into a club.”

			“I do.”

			“We knew she wouldn’t bring in anyone to do the job. So, we took care of it for her. I brought you in.”

			“I appreciate that. But you went over her head. I just met the woman, and even I know that was a bad idea.”

			Gabe’s grin was sheepish. “She needs help, and wouldn’t have admitted it. I am sorry we put you in the middle, though. You both should have had all the information.”

			Michael waved him off. “It’s nothing I can’t deal with. And it seems as if we’ve met a happy medium. I just wish she’d let me do my job and make the decisions that need to be made.”

			“Me, too. She’ll come around eventually, and then you can fully take the reins.”

			“Maybe sometime this millennium.”

			Gabe laughed. “It sounds like you already know her pretty well.” He paused. “It’s funny, though.”

			“What is?”

			“You and Alana.”

			“There’s nothing between us. It was just a temporary thing.”

			“But every one of her temporary things has only lasted one night. She’s never flown to another country for a holiday with one, that’s for sure. But that’s none of my business,” Gabe finished, taking a drink from his glass.

			 

			By the time Alana arrived at the celebrity chef–owned gourmet burger restaurant that Ellie had chosen, she was a little late. Being fairly new to the city, Ellie still seemed to love the on-Strip experience, and every time she picked a tourist-filled area to dine or shop, Alana and the rest of the women rolled their eyes, but indulged her all the same. The rest of the women had already arrived, seated at a table in the middle of the busy restaurant.

			Alana smiled as she made her way to her friends, as they talked and laughed. For most of her life, she’d never had women friends, and had always preferred the company of men. She’d incorrectly believed that female relationships were too dramatic, or too much work for her. But as she looked around the table at her four newest friends, who she had grown to love like sisters, she couldn’t imagine better friends or partners for her best friends.

			“Guys, sorry I’m late. Traffic was a real bitch.” She looked at Ellie. “Like it always is around here.”

			Ellie smiled, showing no remorse. “There are more five-star dining options on this one street than anywhere else in the country. Why wouldn’t you take advantage of that?”

			“You know I own restaurants with all of your husbands, right? Why not go to one of those?”

			“Because we always go to those,” Ellie retorted, still wearing a smile. “Just look at your menu and decide what you’re having.”

			Alana caught Rebecca looking at her. “You look great,” she said.

			Alana smiled. She felt great. Her long-overdue holiday with Michael had done a fantastic job at relaxing her. “Thanks.”

			“Happy belated birthday! How was it, and your Christmas?” Maria asked.

			“It was good,” she responded, looking down at her menu, not offering too much. “Fine.”

			“Just good? Where did you disappear to on Christmas Eve? Why didn’t you come over?” Rebecca asked. “Instead of being alone?”

			Alana laughed. “I wasn’t exactly alone.” The women all collectively oohed. “It’s not a big deal,” she added.

			“You look tanned.”

			She looked down at her arm, maybe her skin tone had darkened after a couple of days on the beach. She shrugged it off. “I might be a little. I went to Mexico for a few days. Spent some time by the pool and beach.”

			“And you weren’t exactly alone, you say?”

			She exhaled. She should have known she wouldn’t survive the inquisition of her friends. Normally, the guys would have left it alone.

			“Who’s the guy?” Jessica asked. “In fact, I haven’t seen you since you bailed quickly during your birthday party.” She sat back in her chair. “Wait a minute. You took off outside with Michael, and then mysteriously disappeared after.”

			Four pairs of eyes watched her. “That was nothing. I just wasn’t feeling well.”

			“You are not that good of a liar,” Rebecca told her.

			“Hold on,” Rebecca said. “Brett invited Michael over to have Christmas dinner with us,” she announced. “But Michael canceled at the last minute. Said he was busy.” She turned to the rest of the women. “Who’s unexpectedly busy on Christmas day?”

			“People can be busy on Christmas Day,” Alana insisted.

			“Oh my God.” Ellie’s mouth dropped open in surprise, as she was the first person at the table to realize it. “Was it Michael you weren’t exactly alone with?”

			“No.”

			“Look at you, you’re all twitchy.”

			“I’m not twitchy.”

			“The guy’s seriously hot, though, right?” Maria noted, completely ignoring Alana.

			“He really is,” Ellie agreed. “Tall, dark, handsome... Just your type, Alana.”

			Alana knew she could trust her friends, and she’d helped guide each of the women through their own love lives with her male friends. When they quieted down, Alana leaned in and lowered her voice. “Okay, I was with Michael.” She proceeded to tell them everything, starting with their first meeting, to sex on his desk, to the days they’d spent locked away in the Mexican villa over the holidays.

			When she finished, the four women watched her with wide eyes. No one said anything until Maria drank from her water glass and leaned in. “How was it?”

			“How was it?” Alana repeated. “Hell, look at the guy. It was amazing. But it was definitely the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.”

			“Why? It’s just sex.”

			“It’s not just sex. I’m his boss. There’re a lot of reasons why it shouldn’t have happened, but that’s the one I keep coming back to.”

			“Are you going to keep seeing him?” Rebecca asked.

			She shook her head. “No, we spent the holidays together. We were both alone. It made sense at the time. But that’s over now.”

			“Why?” Jessica asked.

			“Didn’t you hear me? I’m his boss. You know how shady it would look if we were to have a relationship.” She cast a pointed look at Ellie, who’d been sleeping with Gabe, after he’d been assigned as her mentor.

			“Shut up,” Ellie said with a laugh.

			“But you know it’s kind of different with you as the boss,” Maria told her.

			“Why? Because I’m a woman? The power dynamic is still there. If our roles were reversed, it would look a lot worse. But what if it goes south and—I don’t know—he outs me to the media, or sues the club?” She didn’t believe for a second that Michael would do that. But having him blow the whistle would be the least of her worries when people saw them together. “It just isn’t worth it.”

			“I’ve spent some time with the guy,” Ellie said. “He wouldn’t do that.”

			“Just because he wouldn’t doesn’t make it right.”

			“Okay, here’s a better question—do you like him?” Jessica asked.

			Alana paused. “I do. Despite our rocky start, he’s a good guy. He works hard, he’s smart, funny.” She sighed. “And really, really good in bed.”

			“He makes you happy,” Maria noted. “We can tell. You’re glowing.”

			She waved it off. Her attraction to Michael was just sexual. “No, that’s just the power of some sun and good orgasms.”

			“You look better than you have in months. You’re smiling. Your skin and hair look amazing. How are you feeling?”

			“I’m feeling good. I haven’t had any health episodes in a few weeks.” She took a second to wonder again if it was Michael’s effect on her body, or that of the medicine.

			“You sure there isn’t more to it than that?” Jessica asked, but luckily Rebecca spoke over her, so Alana didn’t have to answer. “You’re sure it isn’t Michael?”

			“Sex as a cure-all? Come on,” Alana said, brushing it off.

			“I hope you aren’t all beached out after your trip,” Rebecca said. “We’ve got Hawaii soon. I’ve been dying to get away from the office.”

			“Of course I’m not beached out, if that’s even possible,” Alana assured the group. They had been planning Jessica’s bachelorette party for months—two weeks in Maui with her girlfriends—and she couldn’t wait.

			Maria squealed with excitement. “This is going to be so much fun!”

			Thankfully the focus was now off Alana and her relationship with Michael. She sat back and pretended she was listening to her friends as they discussed their upcoming trip. Alana considered her attraction to Michael—the way she missed him when he wasn’t around, the way he made her smile. After arriving at her house earlier that day, she’d had to hide her phone to keep herself from texting him to come over. Thankfully she’d had dinner plans with the girls to get her out of the house, and get him off her mind. Well, that didn’t work. But the conversation had made her wonder. Was there more to her relationship with Michael?

			She shook her head and looked at the way her fingers were knotted together in her lap. It didn’t matter how she felt about Michael. There couldn’t be anything between them. It was completely off the table—not an option.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			IT WAS THE first day back at the office, and Alana sat at her desk, trying to focus on the work, but she found her mind drifting, thinking about Michael in his own office at the club. The days they’d spent together, sequestered inside the Mexican villa had been like a dream. She’d finally felt herself relaxing, letting all the stress of work lift from her shoulders. Now that she was back, the weight was returning. But it made her feel a little better that at least she had Michael in charge of Di Terrestres.

			It wasn’t a good day to test her concentration. They’d discussed the celebrity-studded party in-depth while in Mexico, but now they had to actually get to work on it, and the sooner, the better. It would be a huge undertaking. She didn’t have any time for daydreaming about Mexican beaches and poolside orgasms.

			Her secretary buzzed in. “Alana, Mr. Paul is here to see you.”

			Michael? She felt her body clench at just the mention of his name. But what did he want? They didn’t have a meeting scheduled. “Send him in.”

			When Michael walked in, she couldn’t help the smile that had formed on her face. She hadn’t seen him since the car had dropped her off at her house the day before. And since then, she’d missed him more than she cared to admit.

			“What can I do for you?” she asked in her most professional tone, for Cameron’s benefit, as Michael shut the door.

			His eyes were excited and mischievous as he smiled, sitting on the couch opposite her desk—the one where he’d sat just weeks ago at their first meeting. “I want to take you out somewhere tonight.”

			“I thought we agreed we weren’t going to be seeing each other anymore—especially not in public.”

			He flattened his palm on his chest. His white cashmere sweater was just tight enough to show off the muscles of his pecs. “Your insistence at not wanting to be seen with me is starting to hurt my self-esteem.”

			“Your self-esteem is fine,” Alana assured him.

			“Well, anyway, you said that we shouldn’t see each other. I agreed to nothing. It’s not a date or anything. But there’s something I want you to see.”

			“Oh really?” she asked, seeing through his innuendo.

			“It’s business related,” he clarified.

			“Okay, what is it?”

			“It’s one of the things I’ve been thinking about for us to diversify at the club. I know this great act, and they’re in town. I know they’d be perfect for Di Terrestres.”

			Alana hated guessing games, and she grew frustrated about how vague he was being. “Want to tell me what it is, exactly?”

			He shook his head. “No. I want to leave you in suspense.”

			“Fine.” She let out a huff. “Just give me the details.”

			He grinned. “I’ll text you later.” He turned to leave, but stopped. “Did you get my email about the new liquor distributor?”

			“I did,” she told him. “And I don’t agree. We’ve had a working relationship with our current distributor for more than five years.”

			“Even if I can get a superior product for a better price?”

			She narrowed her eyes. “Show me the numbers and I’ll take a look.”

			“But I’m probably not going to win this one, am I?”

			She shook her head. “I wouldn’t count on it.” She was just messing with him. Of course she would go with a distributor who could give them a better deal. But she’d been unable to secure one, and the fact that Michael could stroll into town and find one prickled her.

			“We’ll see. By the way, Raelynn has the new signature cocktail menu about ready to go. I’ll send it to you later. Do you think that’s something we can agree on?”

			“I might be willing to compromise if I like what I see.”

			“I have a feeling you will. It looks good. I’ll text you later about tonight.”

			“I’ll be waiting.”

			“Want to get some lunch?”

			She knew that if she spent any more time alone with the man, she’d be crawling over her desk and spreading her legs for him. To preserve her sanity, she shook her head. “I’ve got some things to take care of this afternoon. How about a late bite after whatever adventures you have planned for us tonight?” she added after a moment of weakness.

			He smiled at her. “All right. I’ll see you tonight.”

			 

			Alana arrived at Di Terrestres right on time that evening to meet Michael. She’d even managed to leave work early to go home and shower and get ready. She wasn’t sure what to expect that evening, but she’d selected her favorite bra and panties for the evening. Just in case.

			She walked into the club and found Michael at the bar talking with Raelynn, the head bartender, and a couple of other servers. She smiled. Michael was a hands-on manager, and she knew that he was a good fit for the club. She walked over to where they stood, and was greeted by the group.

			He turned and smiled before saying goodbye to the employees. “You ready?” he asked when they were alone.

			“I sure am. I’ve got a car out front to take us wherever we’re going.”

			“Tell him to wait. We aren’t going anywhere yet.”

			“What?” She leaned in. “We’re not staying here. You know we can’t be seen together here.”

			His amused smile bothered her. “What did you think was going to happen tonight? I told you this wasn’t a date, didn’t I?”

			He had her there. “Maybe our ideas of what constitutes a date are different. Seriously, what are we doing here? What kind of act do you have to show me?”

			“Come on,” he said. He led her to the stairs and they went down. They bypassed the entrance to the playroom, and kept going to the hall to the observation rooms. He opened the door to one of the rooms, and they went inside.

			The observation area was a special place in the club, where several private rooms surrounded a performance area. Each room had a wall made from two-way mirror, which gave occupants a front-row view of the demonstration going on in the center, but they couldn’t be seen by the exhibitionists, or the patrons in other rooms.

			Michael opened the door to one of the rooms. She could see a set stage through the glass.

			“What’s happening? When did you set this up?”

			“It was finished this afternoon. Just wait.” He knocked on the glass, and the white lights went down and a cool blue hue filled the room.

			Alana still had no idea what was going on. “Setting up for what?”

			“Shh... You ask too many questions,” he told her. “Just wait for it.”

			Moody, contemporary jazz music piped into their room through a small speaker. And a fine, foggy mist covered the performance floor. She counted four figures, obscured in the darkness, standing on opposite sides of the rounded room. A spotlight then illuminated a large, soft-looking mattress on a raised platform bed. While a second spotlight rested on one of the figures. A beautiful woman emerged from the shadows. She moved gracefully, her limbs looking featherlight as she danced a mix of ballet and contemporary dance. She was wearing a long, flowing white dress, made of many sheer layers, so that Alana could see the shadows of her nipples, the crevice between her thighs and every curve of her luscious body. Alana felt her body react to the woman’s beauty and raw sensuality, and she knew something erotic and provocative was coming. She squeezed her thighs together to alleviate the feeling.

			The woman came to stop near the bed, and looked expectantly into the darkness. Alana held her breath, knowing what was coming next, and she wasn’t surprised when three men joined her beside the bed.

			They were all shirtless, stunningly built, all muscles and smooth skin, wearing black leather pants. Alana rested one of her hands flat on the glass in front of her. Michael came behind her and placed his hand over hers on the glass. She glanced up and saw that he was also intently watching the show. He looked down and their eyes met, flicking together for a fraction of a second. Their attention was pulled back with the action on the other side of the glass.

			Alana’s eyes widened and she felt a desirous flush come over her when the men surrounded the woman. One pulled on the ribbon at the back of her dress, which proved to be critical to the construction of the gown and it fell to a pool on the floor, until she was left standing naked, in the center of the men. Her body was smooth, athletic and her movements graceful, moving to the beat of the music.

			The four began dancing, moving together. Acrobatic feats were completed with flourish, accompanied by sexual touching. The erotic acrobatic dance continued—coordinated and graceful—but the way they oozed pure carnal sexuality with all of their movements impressed her most.

			The men circled the woman, getting closer and closer to her in their erotic dance. Alana, transfixed, her breath heavy, took a step closer to the glass. She felt Michael behind her, press against her, and she could feel that his cock was hard against her back, under his jeans, and she settled against his strong chest, while his arms wrapped around her waist, as she watched the show unfold before them.

			Two of the men effortlessly lifted the woman by her arms, as if she weighed nothing, and they rested her on top of the mattress. They touched her, kissing her body delicately. An involuntary gasp emitted from Alana’s lips as the men circled the bed that still held the woman, who was writhing against the mattress. Michael’s hands flattened over her fluttery stomach. Riveted, she watched the men take position around the woman, each taking a turn to kiss her, and it finally hit Alana that she was front row center for an actual sex show. She turned her head around to look at Michael as he still stood behind her.

			“Was I right?” he asked, his voice a husky murmur that made her insides turn to jelly.

			“About what?”

			“That this would be a perfect addition for the club?”

			She leaned back into him, her head on his shoulder, as his hands spread and traveled over her body. He pressed his hips against her, and she could feel his hard, rigid cock as it pressed into her from behind.

			Michael slid his hands up her thighs, under her dress, while she watched, riveted, the show on display in front of her. The men raised the woman above them, twirled her, gracefully, delicately handling her. They tossed her about—touched her, their hands on her, sliding erotically over her body, just as Michael’s hands were on Alana.

			His strong fingers slid easily underneath her panties, where he found how wet she’d grown watching the erotic show before them. He hummed in approval. And when he slid his finger inside, she hissed in a quick breath and arched against him, as he moved his hand up and down, his fingers moving in and out as he fucked her with those fingers. She leaned against him, and looked up at him. But Michael’s hand cupped her chin and forced it up.

			“Watch the show,” he ordered with a whisper.

			His command shot fire through her. She quickly forgot about it as the men laid the woman on the bed. They took turns kissing her, running their hands over her. Encircling the woman, the men also disrobed, until the four of them were naked. The men were hard, and the woman reached for them. As Michael stoked the fires of passion within her, brought the flames closer and closer to the surface, the performers rolled around together, in a spectacle that was part dance, part sex, but was wholly entrancing.

			One of the men penetrated the woman, and they changed positions, still engaged, while she attended to another man. It was beautiful, displaying the grace and beauty of lovemaking.

			Alana felt her fingers clench over the glass in front of her as the heat simmering deep in her core spread in waves over her body. Her breathing became rapid as she watched the woman move in time with the men, clearly reaching her own climax as Alana found hers. The woman’s mouth parted in an O just as Alana pushed back against Michael as he brought her to orgasm.

			Alana watched as the show ended, and the lights came up. One of the men handed the woman a robe, and she covered up. Michael backed away from Alana. “Come on,” he said.

			She had no idea what was to come, but when they went upstairs, he led her to a table on the main floor of Di Terrestres. It annoyed her how little he shared with her. “What now?” she asked, the afterglow of her orgasm quickly fading.

			“We wait.”

			Soon, four people approached the table. Alana recognized them as the performers, but they were now fully dressed. Michael and Alana stood, and they all greeted Michael with warm hugs and a kiss from the woman. Alana raised her eyebrow at the closeness between her and Michael.

			“Alana,” he said, turning to her. “This is Lola.” His arm was still around her waist when he introduced the three men. Alana refused to be jealous of whatever relationship he had with the woman. Alana kept a professional distance, not allowing herself to visibly react to his closeness to the woman she’d just met and watched have sex with the group of men. She wasn’t even sure why she reacted in such a way. She was never the jealous sort, and despite the anger that was rising within her, she wasn’t going to start now.

			They all sat. “I’ve known these guys for years,” Michael explained to her. “We met at Swings.”

			“Oh really?”

			“We were members,” Lola explained. “It was nice to find a home in London that welcomed polyamorous exhibitionists. Michael even let us do a few shows there. People liked it.”

			“She’s being modest,” Michael told her. “They were the biggest draw we’d ever had, and they’ve become one of the big attractions in the European scene.”

			The conversation remained light as they told Alana about their show, and Michael caught up with the quartet.

			“It’s too bad you left Swings, Michael,” Lola said, putting a hand on Michael’s forearm. “The place has really gone downhill in the past little while.”

			“Is that right?”

			“Yeah, the last I’ve heard is that people are avoiding it. It’s not as good anymore.” Her voice dropped. “The standards are just not the same, and some real creeps have gotten in. Your brother isn’t the same kind of manager you were.”

			Michael shook his head, and Alana could understand the feeling of building a club, a reputation, and then having it taken away. It was her biggest fear. “That’s too bad,” he muttered. But then his sullen mood turned around. “So, it’s a good thing I’m here now. And that’s why I brought you here to meet Alana.” He turned to her. “Alana, I think a show by this group would be the perfect addition to the amenities offered here at Di Terrestres.”

			“We’re looking for a new home, where we can perform but also be happy,” Lola said.

			“They’re doing a limited tour here in the States, and I reached out,” Michael explained further. “We weren’t sure if we could set up a meeting. That’s why I didn’t tell you what we would be seeing, I wanted to show you first. I had a feeling you would love it.”

			She was silent for a bit, but then she nodded. She didn’t like being kept in the dark, but she couldn’t discount the way she’d felt watching Lola and her lovers. It would be a stunning show to put on for their guests. “You’re right. It’s a great idea,” she agreed. She turned to the group, now in business mode. “You’d be a huge draw, and you really put on a fabulous show. We would have to figure out the specifics and write up a contract, but I’m completely on board for a short residency at first, a couple of weeks, and then we’ll see where we go from there.”

			“That would be great! We’ve heard great things about this club,” Lola said.

			After the hands were shaken, and a verbal agreement was reached, Michael stood. “Lola, guys, if you’ll excuse us, we have to run. We’ve got another reservation this evening.”

			“We do?” Alana asked.

			Michael winked, seemingly enjoying keeping her guessing. “We do.” He held out his hand. She looked at it before she took it, and stood next to him. “Enjoy the facilities,” he told his friends before turning back to Alana. “Let’s go.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			MICHAEL LED ALANA out of Di Terrestres, and to the waiting car. “Okay, where are we going?” she asked as the driver held the back door for them. She climbed into the car and Michael slid in next to her.

			In response, Michael only held up a shiny black silk blindfold, the kind one would use for sleeping—or other things.

			“What’s that for?”

			His smirk was a little devilish, and it intrigued her. “You’ll see.”

			She took the blindfold from him. “Look, I’m done with your supersecret plans. I’m not going anywhere with you until you tell me where we’re going.”

			He sighed, and shook his head. “Why won’t you just let me surprise you?”

			“I don’t like surprises.”

			“You liked the last one,” he pointed out.

			“Can you just tell me already?”

			“You’re so impatient. Fine. We’re going to Thalia. I’ve set up one of the private rooms for us.”

			“Why?” she sighed. “Is this about the food program?”

			“Yes. I’ve arranged something to show you how sensual food can be. You’ll see that I’m right.”

			She gave him her best thousand-yard stare, the one that had crippled every man she’d crossed in the boardroom. But Michael didn’t falter. His confidence was admirable. “You’re so sure, aren’t you?”

			He nodded. “I am.”

			“I’ve explained why I don’t think it’s a good idea. I know the restaurant business—the cost, the storage, the slim profit margins, permits, the fact that Di Terrestres is an erotic club—”

			“Yes, I’ve heard it all before,” he said, with exaggerated patience. “And while they are excellent points, maybe I can change your mind with actions, if not words.”

			“You won’t.”

			“Well, either way, just sit back and enjoy.”

			They arrived at Thalia, just a short distance from Di Terrestres, and when the car came to a stop, Alana looked at the restaurant she owned with a little trepidation that was new to her. This was her business; she shouldn’t have been nervous or apprehensive approaching it. But she wondered what sort of surprise Michael had in store. If it was as good as the show he’d arranged for her, it would be worth it.

			But speaking of the erotic show, she was still on edge with sexual need. The show had turned her on, and she expected it to be the same for their patrons. As she walked, she could feel the cool wetness in her panties, and with every step, the tension heightened again. They walked into the back room of Thalia, one of the small rooms that they used for private parties. The lights were lowered, and Nick, one of her servers, stood near the door.

			She smiled at Nick. “What’s on the menu this evening?”

			Instead of answering, Nick looked to Michael. “It’s a secret, Ms. Carter. Sorry.”

			“You, too, Nick?” she said, shaking her head.

			He shrugged, and then grinned at Michael. It seemed as if her entire once-loyal-to-her staff had been won over by Michael. Not that she could blame them. She was finding herself being won over by him as well.

			Alana looked impatiently at Michael, and walked to the one table that was set up for them in the center of the room. Michael pulled out her chair and she took a seat at the round table. Instead of sitting opposite her, he pulled the other chair to sit beside her. She took a quick look at Nick, to see if he thought anything of their seating arrangement, but he didn’t seem to notice.

			Alana still had the blindfold, and Michael held out his hand to her. It finally clicked in Alana’s head what he’d planned. “Oh, I know what you’re doing,” she said, spreading the mask out on the table. “This is one of those blindfold dining things, right?”

			“You’re a clever one.”

			She frowned, not convinced by the idea. “Already, I can tell you that this is a fad. One that’s on a downturn, soon to be a distant memory. We aren’t doing it at Di Terrestres.”

			“I’m not saying that a blindfolded dinner is something we should offer,” he told her. “And I agree that it’s definitely hitting the arse end of the fad. But what I want to do tonight with the blindfold is help you understand what I’m saying about the sensuality of food. This—” he waved the blindfold “—will heighten your experience.”

			“You know, we have so much work to do to plan the party. We don’t have time for this.”

			“We won’t be here long. I promise.”

			She wasn’t convinced, but what did she have to lose? An evening? “Fine, seeing as how you’ve set all of this up. Let’s give it a try. But don’t think I won’t be riding your ass working extra hours all week.”

			He flashed a grin and affixed the blindfold over her face. “Promise?”

			With the blindfold on, Alana stiffened, and felt her heart rate increase. But with her eyes covered, she could focus on her other senses. She could hear the soft music in the room, she felt Michael’s hand on hers, could smell his cologne. She forced herself to relax.

			“You okay?” he asked. He was so in tune with her feelings, like a good partner.

			She nodded. “Just not used to this.”

			He chuckled. “I know you aren’t. Just trust me, okay?”

			“Okay.” Easier said than done. Trust wasn’t high on Alana’s list of attributes.

			“I can see right through you, Carter,” he told her. “But just relax. This is going to be fun.”

			“I’m relaxed,” she insisted.

			“Good, because the food is here.” She heard Nick—she assumed—bring dishes to the table. “We’re fine with this, and we’d like to not be disturbed,” Michael said to him.

			“Yes, sir,” he responded. “Enjoy.”

			Alana heard Nick walk away and the door close behind him.

			“You ready?” he asked as his hand covered hers. His touch relaxed her, reassured her.

			“How am I supposed to eat it?”

			“Easy,” he whispered. She felt his thumb run across her bottom lip, before something followed. She opened her mouth and bit down on a crispy chocolate shell over a juicy strawberry. The flavor hit her tongue, and the rich chocolate invaded her taste buds. She moaned at the taste. “That’s good.” She took another bite, and her lips met his fingertips as he fed her. Maybe he was on to something with the food after all.

			“It’ll be easy to eat, to share, to feed each other,” he added with a murmur. “Ready for the next?”

			“Yes.”

			This time, she heard a piece of silverware hit a dish. He was spooning something up. The blindfold really did make her focus her other senses, and she became more attuned to what was happening around her. Maybe the blindfolds wouldn’t be such a bad addition after all. The business possibilities ran through her head. She reminded her self that she was there with Michael and forgot about everything else.

			“Where did you go?” he asked. “You look distracted.”

			She started to say something. But what? She had been distracted. He knew it. He knew her better than she’d realized. He was attentive, attuned to her comfort and feelings. It warmed her. “I’m fine.” She parted her lips and found it was ice cream. Fresh vanilla bean. The exact kind made in the Thalia kitchen. But the flavor had never been so full. “Delicious,” she whispered.

			The next thing to touch her lips were his. He had also eaten some of the ice cream, and his vanilla-flavored tongue stroked against hers. She lifted her hand to remove the blindfold, but he stopped her. She felt his movements shift and heard the clatter of dishes as they fell onto the floor. Michael lifted her onto the table, and he pulled off her panties.

			When his lips met her center, she about pushed herself into the air to meet his kiss. They’d gone to Thalia for her to eat, but it seemed that he was the one doing the feasting. He kissed her, licked her. Wearing the blindfold, she couldn’t see him, and she wanted more. Pushing up on her hands, she lifted herself closer to him and threw her head back in sheer delicious pleasure. He added his fingers to his treatment, and slid them inside of her.

			Her thigh muscles began to tighten, and her stomach began to contract as the waves of ecstasy radiated through her. Her orgasm was so powerful, she cried out, unable to control the volume, even though she knew her restaurant staff was just outside the door. But she didn’t care, as Michael brought her from peak to peak as she came. When she could sit up no longer, she fell back, propping herself up on her elbows. Lying on the table, her thighs spread, she imagined she must have presented quite the image. She caught her breath, and finally removed her blindfold. She saw Michael kneeling on the floor, still between her legs, his hands on her thighs. A thin sheen of sweat glistened on his face, and his smile was cocky and knowing.

			Michael pushed himself up to standing and held out his hand, helping Alana up as well.

			Alana stepped into her panties and pulled them on. Straightening her skirt, she took in the mess they’d made of the broken dishes and desserts. She couldn’t expect her staff to clean it up.

			“What did you think?” Michael asked, drawing her back to the present moment.

			“You really have to ask that? I didn’t know you needed the ego boost.”

			He chuckled. “Not that. I don’t need you to tell me how bloody good I am,” he said with a cocky smile. “What’d you think of the food, Alana?”

			Oh right. That. Alana tried her best to get back into work mode. “It was delicious.”

			“And was I right? Was the sensuality level heightened because of the food?”

			“I regret to say that you might have been right. It’s a good option. It’ll boost interest and revenue.”

			“But?”

			“It’s still a huge undertaking. One I don’t have time for.”

			“You have me to oversee it, though.”

			She nodded, realizing that she did have him to take care of it. Then she remembered his situation in London, and the look on his face when Lola had told him about the tattered remains of his club. If she gave up the control of her club, she could easily find herself in the same situation. The blindfold was still in Michael’s hand. She trusted him with her body, but did she trust him with her club, and her reputation? She trusted no one with her name. “Let’s discuss it another time.” He pulled back from her and she could tell he was frustrated and disappointed. But it was the way it had to be. She was the boss, and used to making the tough business decisions. The more she considered his idea, however, the better it sounded. But she couldn’t bend now. She was in charge, and he had to remember that. Moving away from Michael, she picked up her purse. “Come on, let’s go.”

			 

			Alana opened the door to her home, and Michael followed closely behind her. She hadn’t invited him to come in, nor had he asked, but it had been a foregone conclusion that he would be going home with her. Neither of them had said much of anything on the ride over. He was disappointed by Alana’s refusal to respond to his ideas. But at least he’d secured an amazing show for the patrons.

			They walked into the study off her family room. “I’m going to go upstairs for a moment,” she told him. “Make yourself at home.”

			“You sure you don’t need any company up there?” he asked, trying to lighten the mood.

			“I’ll be right down. Relax. Fix yourself a drink. I won’t be long.”

			“Sure.”

			Michael went behind the bar and poured himself a whiskey from the crystal decanter. His cell phone rang in his pocket, and he pulled it out. The caller ID showed a familiar number from London. It was his friend Robert, who’d been a valued patron of Swings.

			“‘Lo?”

			“Michael, you son of a bitch, how are you?”

			Michael laughed at the less-than-couth way his Irish friend greeted him. He was surprised how nice it felt hearing from someone from his old life. “It’s good to hear from you. How are you?”

			“Just fine. How’s Las Vegas?”

			“Cracking, mate, I certainly don’t miss the weather in London, and I’m doing great work at Di Terrestres.”

			“Is that right?”

			“We’ve even booked Lola and her fellows for a run here.”

			“Ah, I’d heard you swiped them away from London. So you don’t have any plans to come home?”

			“No.” He heard Alana move around on the floor above him. “It’s not home anymore. I think I’m getting pretty settled here.”

			“Not even if the right offer came along?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Michael, I’m telling you this because I want to be straight with you. Word has it that Swings is closing and up for sale.”

			“What?” Michael froze, and his fingers clenched around his phone in a grip so tight he thought he might crack it.

			“Apparently your brother and ex have hit a rough patch and they’ve split, and put the club up, and are going their separate ways.”

			Michael’s mind raced. Since arriving in Vegas, he’d managed to pad his bank account a little, but since his brother and ex-wife had cleaned him out, he didn’t have the money or collateral to buy the place.

			“I want it, and I want your help,” Robert told him.

			“I don’t know what I can do for you.”

			“I want both of us to own it. Fifty-fifty split. I’ll put the money down, as long as you can run it. You’ve got a good mind for the business. We’ll come up with a firm partnership agreement. I just want you over here.”

			This was what Michael had wanted. He wanted his club back and his friend was on the phone with a way to get it. But something held him back from jumping at the offer. He looked around Alana’s study, still able to taste her on his lips. “It’s generous,” he said. “But I don’t think I can come back to London right now.”

			“Even for the right price?” Robert said a number that made Michael’s eyebrows raise in interest. “I’ll give you that plus half a stake in the club. I can’t run it alone, and you’re the person I trust to do it.”

			Michael blew out a breath. “That is a generous offer. Can I call you back? I’ll think about it.”

			“Sure. Just don’t wait too long.”

			Michael disconnected the call, and when he turned around, he saw Alana standing in the doorway to the room, watching him.

			“Interesting phone call?” she asked, her expression blank. Michael was unsure of how much she’d heard. He knew he didn’t owe her a complete explanation. But he knew Alana had more questions.

			“Just an old friend,” he told her. “Checking in.”

			“Okay,” she said, even though he knew she wanted to know more, but she didn’t push it.

			He could return to London, reclaim his club, bring it back to the erotic haven it had been known as, plus there would be a hefty bonus for him. But that would mean leaving Las Vegas. Leaving Alana.

			It hit him then, that he was already too close to her. He hadn’t come to the States looking for a relationship. He’d been hurt by his ex and his brother, and before coming to Las Vegas, he’d been in a dark place. He didn’t want to feel that again. Getting close to Alana had been a mistake. The thought of walking away from her made his chest hurt, and that scared him.

			Maybe Alana had been right. She hadn’t wanted a relationship with him. It made them both vulnerable. Maybe it was best for both of them to have a little space. To keep their relationship about business. Business and the best sex I’ve ever had, he reminded himself. He straightened his posture and took a step back.

			“You ready to get dinner? Unless the dessert filled you up?” she asked. She’d changed into casual clothes, skintight jeans that he wanted to peel from those long legs, and a loose, slouchy sweater that hung off one shoulder, and didn’t even begin to hide her luscious curves.

			He wanted her again, needed to feel the soft skin of her shoulder under his lips. He took a deep breath, needing some space. He was already in far too deep, and was close to drowning in her. He needed to save himself. “Actually, I should go,” he told her.

			He could tell he’d surprised her. “Oh, okay. Sure.” He could tell that his rejection had bothered her, and he turned away so he wouldn’t have to see her stunned reaction.

			He walked past her, keeping his head down, not wanting to meet her eyes as he left.

			 

			Alana heard Michael close the door of her house. She had no idea what had just happened in the last couple of minutes. When she’d gone upstairs to change her clothes, she and Michael were planning to order in an easy casual dinner. Just some light fare before they headed up to her bedroom. But in the amount of time it’d taken her to change her clothes, something had happened. Something having to do with the call he’d been on.

			It sounded like a serious conversation—an offer? He hadn’t told her what it had been about. And that was fine. It wasn’t any of her business, and she had no ties to him, she told herself. But still, when he didn’t share with her, she’d felt left out. Despite everything, she’d been starting to trust Michael. But even though he owed her nothing by way of explanation, his secrecy gave her an inkling of doubt.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			ALANA WAS AT her desk, her office door open, and she saw Michael entering the reception area. Instead of checking in with Cameron, he bypassed her assistant and walked straight into her office. She hadn’t seen, or spoken to him since the night before when he’d abruptly left her house. Even though she wouldn’t have admitted it, she’d missed him, But the time apart had also given her a bit of time to think about how reckless she’d been in letting him get too close.

			Even though she tried to remain impassive, her heartbeat sped up as he strode up to her desk. “Can I help you?” she asked. Her voice was colder than she’d meant.

			“After I left your place last night, I did some thinking. I owe you an explanation,” he said.

			“I assure you, you don’t owe me anything.”

			But still, he went on. “Last night on the phone. It was my friend Robert in London. He gave me the opportunity to run Swings again, and be a half owner.”

			Her eyes widened. That was everything she knew Michael wanted. “That’s fabulous. What did you tell him.”

			“I told him I’d think about it.”

			She didn’t expect it, but his news felt like a blow to the chest. “I see.”

			“It doesn’t mean I’m going anywhere. He offered me everything I thought I wanted—my club back. But I came here to start a new life, to escape my past. That’s the American Dream, right? I want to stay in Vegas. To see what I could have here. It’s a new challenge. I’ve got a new job.” He grinned. “I’ve been seeing an incredible woman. I want to see how all of this plays out.”

			“You’ll have to tell me about this incredible woman. She must be patient, because you seem to spend all your time with me.” Her next words were out before she could stop them. “But you shouldn’t worry about staying for me. I’m your boss. That’s it. You should think about any serious job offer, especially if it’s something that’ll be good for you. Why not call him back?”

			He flinched, and Alana felt a smug sense of satisfaction. She couldn’t be more into him than he was to her. She had to nip whatever was between them in the bud, stop it from growing even more encompassing.

			“That’s it? You’re just my boss?”

			“Yes.”

			“Okay.” He leaned over her desk. “I’ve never been inside any of my previous bosses.” The look in his eyes made her shiver. “And I can tell that you have never done any such a thing with an employee. While we’re talking here, let’s not pretend that whatever we have going on isn’t less important than you’re insisting.”

			She couldn’t deny it, no matter what she told herself. She felt more strongly toward the man in front of her than she wanted to admit. And that scared her.

			“Okay,” she started, trying to keep her voice even. “Maybe we have blurred some of the professional lines here. But if you want to keep telling yourself that it means anything, you’re lying to yourself. And me.”

			Alana sighed, and sat back in her chair. She looked up as he hovered over her, so she stood as well, and faced him, just as they had the first time they’d met and challenged each other.

			“Michael,” she started carefully, completely serious. “I like you. I do. But I know I shouldn’t. Professionally, I think you’re a fantastic manager. Selfishly I want you to stay. But for yourself, I want you to make the best decision for you. If that means going back to England, I’ll miss having you here.”

			“Just professionally, right?”

			She thought about it. “And personally. I don’t want to be the reason you miss out on everything you want.”

			Michael moved in, and put his lips on hers. Just a touch, skimming them. “What if you’re everything I want?”

			Alana’s heart thudded in her chest, threatening to burst out through her rib cage. “What if I can’t be who you think I am?”

			“You don’t have to do anything. Just be you. You’ve built up so many walls around you. Just let me in. How do you know we can’t have anything when you won’t even try?”

			Alana nodded. Of course, he was right. She wasn’t even trying. She’d spent so long building up those walls to protect herself, for survival. “Do you know how many times I’ve been accused of sleeping my way to the top?” He looked away. “Or how many times people imply that even though I had to work twice as hard to get where I am, that my success was only because I was a woman filling a human resources quota? People never took me seriously in negotiations, nor did people working under me. Or the people who discounted me, or took credit for my work, monopolized projects. I had to build those walls, I had to be tougher than the rest. I had to be the ball breaker. Because if I didn’t, this city, this job, would have eaten me up.” She felt her eyes fill with tears, which she quickly wiped away. She knew that Michael had broken his way through almost every one of her walls.

			Michael reached out to her. But instead of pulling her into an embrace, he put his hand on her upper arm. It was a loving, supportive touch, but it also gave her space she needed. “Let me in, Alana.”

			“How?”

			Michael tilted his head and looked at her. Alana felt as if he was staring right into her. Like he could see her heart. She didn’t want his pity, and she averted her eyes so he couldn’t see who she really was.

			Michael reached for her, cupping her chin in his strong fingers, and lifted her face to his so he could look at her. “Alana,” he murmured. He parted his lips, as if to say something else, but instead, he released her chin, and walked around her desk to stand beside her. He drew her near, and put his lips on hers.

			His kiss was light, soft, almost chaste, coming from his wickedly sinful mouth. “Like this,” he told her, putting his hands on her waist and pressing her against him. He kissed her again, this time there was more fire behind it. She tilted her head to the side, allowing him to deepen the kiss. His fingers were at the zipper at her back. There was something in Michael’s touch and his kiss that made Alana feel whole. It made her feel desired, respected. Loved.

			“We can’t do this now,” she said, taking her mouth from his.

			“Why not? We’ve done it in here before.”

			“I have a conference call in fifteen minutes.”

			“I only need five to make you come.”

			“I’m going to be here late tonight,” she told him. “I’ve got to tie up some loose ends before I go to Hawaii with the girls.” She flattened her hands on his chest. “Why don’t you come home with me when I’m done?”

			“I don’t know if I can wait that long to get to your place. Come to my room downstairs.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			MICHAEL WAS JUST out of the shower when he heard the knock on his door. A quick look at the bedside clock showed that it was a little after 10:00 p.m. Alana hadn’t been lying when she’d said she would be working late.

			He strode across the floor of the small room to the door with a smile on his face. He felt like he’d reached Alana earlier that afternoon. She’d spent too long closing herself off to others, but Michael could feel himself tearing through her barriers. Wearing only a towel, he opened the door, and she entered quickly.

			“Nobody saw me,” she whispered. She still thought what they were doing was taboo. “We really should have just gone to my house. It’s safer there.” He wanted to show her that there was nothing wrong or illicit about them being together.

			“Safe from who? Is there a zombie outbreak happening in the building that I don’t know about?”

			He watched her as she put her purse on the chair by the door. She tried so hard to look strong and secure, but he could tell that she was probably feeling something that was completely new to her.

			“Come here,” he said, and she did. “When are you going to realize there’s nothing bad or shameful going on between us?”

			“I don’t know. I’m just a little outside of my comfort zone. Why can’t this—us—be more convenient?”

			“Being in love isn’t always convenient.” He definitely hadn’t meant to say it, and the words flew out of his mouth before he could stop them. But they were out there, and the best he could hope for was that she didn’t hear.

			But she did. “Love?”

			His smile was sheepish. “I didn’t mean for that to come out.”

			“I don’t know if I’m ready to be in love yet, especially since my divorce, but—” he exhaled a heavy breath “—I feel like I am falling in love with you.”

			“Love? Michael, I’m sorry to tell you that this—” she waved her hand between them “—isn’t love. We have chemistry, we’re sexually compatible, we work together. But that’s it.”

			Frustrated, Michael stepped away from her. He’d just said the words. He’d put his pride on the line. And she shot him down. He wasn’t even angry as he thought about her dismissal. “You’re so full of it.”

			“What?”

			“About us only being sexually compatible. Who are you trying to convince, me or you?”

			“I can’t do this.”

			“How do you know? How do you know that we can’t have anything else here when you won’t even try?”

			Alana’s eyes were wide and he could see the thin sheen of unshed tears that covered them. “I don’t think—”

			“You don’t have to say anything,” he assured her. “I don’t need your response.”

			“I can’t say it. Not yet. I’ve never said it before.”

			“I understand, and there’s no pressure for you to do so. Even if you’re never ready. It’s fine.”

			“I’m not there yet,” she told him. “Give me time. Michael, I want to try. I just don’t know how.”

			“I’ll give you all the time you need.”

			He kissed her. An immense relief bloomed throughout him, and he felt closer to her than he ever had.

			His towel dropped to the floor, while she still remained fully clothed. For the second time that day, his fingers went to the zipper of her dress. This time, she didn’t stop him from lowering it. He pushed the dress from her shoulders, and down her toned, smooth body. She stood before him in her matching black bra-and-panties set, and he carried her the few short steps to the bed. It was time for this tough, hard woman to be properly romanced. And he was the man to do it.

			Laying her in the center of the bed, he kept his mouth on hers. He kissed his way over her jaw, and down the column of her throat. He unsnapped the front clasp of her bra, and her breasts tumbled from the satin cups. He cupped them, holding them to his mouth, nuzzling her, playing with her nipples as she writhed underneath him. He trailed his fingers down her taut abdomen, and pushed her thong aside, his fingers teasing over her seam. She was already soaked, and he dipped two fingers into the crevice, spreading her sweet juices around her clit. She moaned and pushed her hips upward at him. He put his fingers in his mouth and tasted her—delicious as always.

			He shifted lower on the bed, and placed her thighs over his shoulders and his lips on her pussy. He dragged his tongue along her bare seam and closed his lips over the hood of her clit, eliciting a cry from her lips. He repeated the action—slow, methodical—again and again, and she shifted her hips up and down, rubbing against him, urging him to speed up his movements.

			“More, faster,” she ordered him, grasping the back of his head.

			He looked up and chuckled. “You got it, love,” he told her, and went to work in earnest. Using his tongue, his lips and his fingers in tandem, he worshipped at her core, until she came and then relaxed. He crawled back over her body and kissed her, savoring her flavor on his tongue.

			He reached into the bedside table for a condom, and when he covered himself, he slid easily inside of her. He pulled almost the entire way out, and then entered her again. Starting slowly, he thrust inside of her with long, languid strokes, using the pace to stoke the fires within her once again. His method worked, and soon she moaned and wrapped her legs around his waist. Together they moved and brought each other higher, until she came again. This time, it was a soft crescendo which resulted in a small, spent cry from her, and he followed her over, taking his own pleasure from her body. When he could move again, Michael rolled onto his back, pulling her close. He tossed the condom and kissed her lightly on the forehead.

			There was no doubt about it, he was certainly falling in love with Alana. He hoped that at the bottom she’d be there to catch him.

			“Michael,” she whispered his name. He looked down at her. “I think I’m ready to say it.”

			“Yeah?” He held her closer.

			“Yeah.” He felt the deep breath she took. And she shifted up, propping her chin on his chest. “I think I’m falling in love with you.”

			He wrapped his arms around her and held her tighter. Ever since his wife had betrayed him, he didn’t think he’d ever feel this way again. He kissed Alana’s full, red lips. “I love you, too.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			WHY SHE HAD agreed to the leave town for two weeks with the girls, Alana had no idea. But she was going because she loved Jessica and the rest of her girlfriends, and they’d been planning a girls’ bachelorette vacation for months now. The problem was she hadn’t considered that when the time came, there would be things worth staying in Vegas for. Even though Michael was able to run the club, work had still managed to pile up, a result of her decision to leave the office at an appropriate time instead of staying late. Michael was quickly becoming her favorite distraction.

			The nights spent tangled in her bedsheets and wrapped up in his arms had done more for her physical and mental health than any vacations, or medications her doctor could have prescribed. Surprising both her and her doctor, her panic attacks had all but vanished, and her blood pressure was now regulated, and even though her desk was littered with things that needed her attention, she didn’t stress out about her to-do list like she had more than a month ago. She knew that it had everything to do with Michael, and the job he was doing at the club, and how he made her feel. They’d gotten off to a rocky start, but he was quickly becoming the best thing that had ever happened to her.

			She was tidying up the last few things before the limo arrived to take her and her girlfriends to the airport. There was a knock on the door. Cameron was at lunch.

			“Come in,” she called, and smiled when she saw Michael walk in.

			“You weren’t going to leave without saying goodbye, were you?”

			“I thought I did more than say goodbye this morning,” she said, raising her eyebrow, remembering their episode in the shower that morning that had made both of them late for work.

			He chuckled. “You ready to go?” he asked.

			“Just about. The limo will be here in—” she checked the time on her cell phone “—less than an hour. Think you’ll be okay here running the club?”

			“I think I’ll manage.”

			“I’ll have my phone in Maui. Call me if you need anything.”

			“I definitely will not, and I’ll forbid anyone else from calling you, too. You’re on vacation. Don’t think about work. We’ll be fine here.”

			She frowned. “The only thing I regret is that I won’t be here for Lola’s debut,” she muttered, as she and Michael went over everything he could possibly want to know to run Di Terrestres for two weeks. “And with the party coming up, I should be here to take care of the details.” Because she was thorough, she made sure every possible emergency was accounted for, but she still felt bad for leaving.

			“That’s all you’re going to regret?” Michael asked, with a smile.

			“Are you asking if I’m going to miss you?”

			“No, I know you’re going to miss me.”

			“You do, do you? While I’m sipping margaritas on a beach with my girlfriends, you think I’m even going to give you another thought?”

			“Oh, I know you will, especially when you retire to your suite every night.”

			“Maybe I’ll think about you a little bit then.”

			His full lips formed into a cocky grin. “And what exactly are you going to be doing then?”

			She sidled up to him, so she stood chest to chest with him. “Just so you know, I’ve packed my favorite vibrator, so you don’t have to worry about me. I’ll take care of myself.”

			He moaned as if she was hurting him. “The pink one?”

			“The blue one. But what will you be up to while I’m gone?”

			“Luckily I’ll have loads to keep me busy. Lots to do with the club and Lola’s opening. I gotta say, I might not even have time to think about you.”

			“That sounds like bullshit.”

			“It is bullshit. I am mostly going to miss you breathing over my shoulder, and double-checking my work.”

			“I haven’t done that in weeks.”

			“Thankfully. I’m glad you’ve finally learned how to delegate responsibilities to other people. But don’t worry, Di Terrestres is in good hands.”

			Calling his hands “good” was a complete understatement. “I know it is.”

			“I am going to miss you, though.”

			“I’m only going to be gone for two weeks. I think you’ll survive.”

			“Oh, I know I will. But will you?”

			“I’ve gone longer without a man.”

			His grin was devious as he moved in to kiss her. “You’ve got some time before your ride gets here. I guess I’ll have to give you something to remember me by.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			ALANA WATCHED THE Pacific Ocean crash against the sand from her chair in the cabana she and the girls had rented. Drinking cocktails brought to them by a cute cabana guy named, coincidentally enough, Michael.

			He handed her a second margarita, and she sipped it, closing her eyes, still listening to the ocean but thinking about the Michael she’d left in Las Vegas. She didn’t think it was possible, but she missed the guy. She’d never been in love, had no idea there was even a place for it in her life. Sand, surf, tequila and her favorite vibrator were absolutely no match for the presence of the man himself.

			“You better spill over there, girl,” she heard Rebecca call out to her over the roar of the ocean. “We’re supposed to be having fun here. What’s with the sullen look?”

			“I’ll bet she misses Michael,” Ellie said in a teasing lilt which earned her Alana’s eye roll.

			“So that’s still going on?” Jessica asked.

			“Look at her,” Maria said. “Of course it is.”

			“You know, maybe I should just remove myself from this conversation. You all seem to be doing well enough on your own.”

			Rebecca shook her head. “You know, I used to wonder how you survived so long being friends with all the guys. But you’re just like them.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“You’re so emotionally detached. Jeez, let a guy in once in your life.”

			“I let plenty of guys in, thank you very much.”

			“That’s what she said,” Jessica said into her glass.

			“Oh my God, how old are you?”

			“You’re deflecting.”

			“Not true.” Her friends were all watching her and Alana knew they didn’t buy it. “Fine. We’re still seeing each other. It’s ridiculous, and the stupidest thing ever, and I’m trying to separate business from pleasure. But it’s hard.”

			“Don’t we know it,” Ellie agreed. Alana nodded and looked at her friends. Each of them had had similar experiences with her male friends.

			“It’s more than that.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I’m in love with him.” Alana watched as each of her friends’ mouths dropped in shock. She was certain that she would have seen wide eyes, too, if they weren’t all hidden behind dark designer sunglasses.

			“What?” Rebecca, the first to speak, asked. “What did you just say?”

			“I fucked up. I fell in love with the guy.”

			“That’s not a fuckup,” Maria told her. “The fuckup would be not admitting it.”

			“What about when my employees see me in a relationship with him?”

			“If there’s one thing I’ve learned from my situation with Gabe,” Ellie said, taking a sip of her own margarita, “it’s that no one cares. Everyone knew the gossip about Gabe and me, and when I returned to work, and made up with my father, no one mentioned it.”

			“You’re both adults,” Rebecca reminded her. “If it makes you feel better, go to HR, draw up a disclosure releasing both of you from risk.”

			“It’s not just that,” she said.

			“What is it?”

			“He...” she stammered, trying to find the right words. “He is—” she blew out a heavy breath “—he’s very dominant. So in control. All the time.”

			“And?”

			“I’m not used to that. I’m used to being in control. Calling the shots—everywhere,” she clarified. “How can I let some dude—who works for me, by the way—just take me over completely. The first time we had sex was a quickie on a desk, and he held my arms down. They were sore after, but it was seriously some of the best sex I’d ever had.”

			“Nice,” Maria said into her glass. “Really, though, who among us hasn’t been pinned to a desk in our time,” she finished with a giggle. “So far, I haven’t heard anything bad. You just have a couple of excuses why you shouldn’t be happy with this guy you’ve already said you’re in love with.”

			“How am I supposed to be okay with him coming into my life and completely and taking over? Especially since I’m supposed to be the dominant one?”

			“It doesn’t mean you can’t like what you like. As for being dominant, I think you’ll find you have more power than you realize with him. You can share control, play it back and forth.”

			“You guys might be right.”

			“We are.”

			Alana looked over the women sitting next to her in the cabana. They were an unlikely group of friends—all so different in every way, but they’d somehow connected. They were the first real girlfriends Alana had ever had. And now she wondered how she’d gone so long without them. Her entire adult life, she’d been surrounded by her male friends. She’d had no idea that she’d been missing out on girl talk and advice from women. A different perspective.

			Now that she’d started talking, she couldn’t seem to stop herself. “What if he goes back to London?”

			“What?” Ellie asked.

			She gave the girls a rundown of what Michael had told her about the offer to take back his club. “This is why I don’t fall in love. What if he leaves? Where does that leave me? Oh God,” she cried out dramatically, smacking her forehead with her palm. “Listen to me, this is why I don’t do relationships. This is why I don’t let myself care. I sound like some codependent young girl. I used to be better than this.”

			Jessica laughed, and Alana glared at her. “I’m sorry for laughing but I never thought I’d see you in this position. It might feel like your heart is being ripped out, but that means the next step is feeling better than you ever have.”

			“I don’t think so.” Alana shook her head. “It feels more like weakness to me.”

			“It is weakness. Like, the biggest weakness. But that’s human emotion, if you knew anything about that.”

			The way she felt about Michael, the way he made her feel, physically, emotionally, almost made her feel resentful. She didn’t want to live or die for a man. She didn’t want to have to feel this way about a person. To put herself out there, take risks. She liked sure things. Michael sounded like he was a sure thing. But still, she couldn’t ignore the voice that told her not to trust it.

			 

			With a six-pack of beer under his arm, Michael rang Gabe’s doorbell. It was mid-February, and even though the temperature was much warmer than it was in London, he was starting to acclimate to the warmth of the day and began to feel the chill in the night air.

			Gabe answered the door and ushered Michael inside. He handed over the beer, and Gabe said, “You didn’t have to bring anything.”

			“My mother trained me better than that. I never show up as a guest empty-handed.”

			Gabe laughed. “The rest of the guys are here. You ever been to a fight before?”

			“Just boxing,” he responded. He’d been invited by Gabe to join the rest of the men for a night on the town. First, some drinks at Gabe’s, then the MMA fight at the MGM Grand and then hitting the Strip for more drinks and some gambling. “I’m looking forward to this, though.”

			“Good, it’s about time we pulled you away from Di Terrestres. How are things going there with Lana out of town?” Gabe asked.

			Michael knew that he was asking about more than the club, but he didn’t quite know what Alana had told them. He didn’t want to reveal too much information. “Things are fine, she runs a tight ship, so everything is going pretty smoothly. We still butt heads on a few issues, though.”

			“Like what? Introducing food?” Brett asked. “I loved the idea. She’s still not on board?”

			“No, I’ve done everything I can to convince her.”

			As the conversation wore on, Michael explained what he’d hoped to accomplish with the food program, and the resistance he’d been met with.

			“Sounds like a great idea,” Rafael added. “Why don’t you just go ahead and do it while she’s gone?”

			Michael shook his head. “I couldn’t do that.”

			“Why not?” Gabe asked. “We can all okay it. And when Lana gets back, she’ll see how successful it is.”

			“And none of you have learned anything about going around her to make decisions?” Michael asked, hoping to remind them of how they’d hired him without her okay.

			Brett shrugged. “Worked out okay the last time.”

			“I don’t know.”

			“It’s our club, too,” Alex reminded the group. “Sorry, but she’s outnumbered.”

			Michael was still apprehensive. Not because he was afraid of Alana’s wrath, even though it admittedly left a cold chill in his spine. He just knew that he and Alana should work together to make big decisions. “Ah, mate, she knows where I sleep.”

			“You’re still staying at Di Terrestres?” Brett asked.

			Since he had started seeing Alana, he’d spent the vast majority of the nights in Alana’s bed, and hadn’t been properly motivated to house search. “Yeah, I’ve been so busy with work and being in a new city, I haven’t had time to find a place yet.”

			“Collins/Fischer has some great condos available in a couple of our buildings,” Brett offered. “Want us to set up a viewing with an agent?”

			“I’d appreciate that. I’m getting pretty tired of living in a hotel suite. Not that I don’t appreciate the hospitality you’ve all shown me.”

			“So, you think you’re going to settle here? You’re happy in Vegas?”

			Michael thought about the offer from Robert. And while he hadn’t given him a definite response, the idea of taking back ownership of his club held appeal. And it would be better for him financially. Gabe handed him a beer, and he gratefully accepted it. Taking a swallow gave him the opportunity to think about that. He could go back to London and have everything he’d wanted. His club, and the opportunity to revel in the misfortunes of his brother and ex-wife. Yet, he was reluctant to leave Las Vegas. That was what he hadn’t been prepared for. He wasn’t in Las Vegas to fall in love, to tie himself to another woman. But as he pictured Alana in his mind, he knew leaving wouldn’t be possible. No matter what else he wanted in his life, he loved her.

			“You still here?” Gabe was watching him with a curious expression.

			Michael shrugged. “Sorry. Just a little knackered, I guess.”

			“Too bad you didn’t have time for a little more R & R while you were in Cancun,” Alex said with a laugh.

			“You all know,” Michael said, realizing that there were few secrets within the tight-knit group of friends. “Of course you do.”

			“Lana told me,” Gabe provided.

			“And you told everyone?”

			“Of course I did. I don’t know why anyone would think otherwise.”

			“So, you and Alana?” Rafael said, with a nod. “How’s that going?”

			Michael shrugged. He didn’t quite know how to answer them. “Honestly, I’m not sure. We’re just taking it day by day,” he told them, not revealing the full extent of his relationship with Alana, omitting their declarations of love. It seemed that she hadn’t told them that tidbit, and he wondered why. Was this another way of keeping him at arm’s length, keeping how serious their relationship had become a secret?

			“Alana’s a tough one,” Rafael noted.

			“You’re telling me.”

			“Keep going, though,” Alex told him. “But be careful. I’ve seen her figuratively cripple men with only a look.”

			Michael laughed. That look had been cast upon him several times. “Yeah, I’ve seen it.”

			“And you’re here, still standing.”

			“It’s only a matter of time before she realizes that she’s really into you.”

			Michael stayed quiet, considering the possibility that there was a reason why she hadn’t told them how far they’d come.

			“Listen,” Brett said. “We’ve seen her walk away faster. If you like her, stick with it. You’re good for her. No matter what she says.”

			“Thanks, but is that what you all do on a blokes’ night? Talk about love and relationships?”

			Gabe’s smile was wry. “Yeah, I guess so.” He turned to the other men. “What’s happened to us?”

			“I don’t know,” Alex said, finishing his beer with a long swallow. “But I’m ready to hit the town and watch two grown men pound the crap out of each other. Let’s get out of here. Limo will be here in a few.”

			As if on cue, they heard the car pull up in front of Gabe’s crescent driveway. While the rest of the guys grabbed their jackets, Michael felt his phone vibrate in the pocket of his pants. He pulled it out and saw a text message from Robert.

			I’m asking you again to reconsider my offer. I need an answer soon, mate.

			Michael didn’t have an answer. He’d tried not to think about it. His phone vibrated again in his hand. He opened the new message. It was a picture from Alana. He clicked on it and an image of her topless and pursing her lips appeared. Have a great time with the guys. Don’t let them talk any shit about me <3. Jesus. He couldn’t think of what to say to Robert. He didn’t know how he could ever walk away from this woman.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			ALANA WALKED ACROSS the floor at Di Terrestres. Hawaii had been nice; it was good to get away with her friends. But she’d missed the club, and as she made her way to the large office behind the bar, her heartbeat increased, pounding in her rib cage. She’d ended her vacation a day early because she felt she’d taken too much time away from work, but she’d missed Michael most. And even though she didn’t want to admit it, she did love that stupid man, and she couldn’t wait to see him again. It was unbelievable. She’d been in a tropical paradise with some of her favorite people, and yet she couldn’t help but miss Michael so much it made her heart hurt. But how many times had the thought of his friend’s offer settled in her brain? He had an amazing opportunity to return to London, but what would happen to her heart if she did. She shook her head, cursing herself. She’d tried to remain detached, but she loved him, and that was what scared her more than anything.

			His office door was closed, so she knocked. “Come in,” he called from the other side.

			She took a deep breath and opened the door. She said nothing, but when he looked up from his desk, his face split into a huge smile. “Hey, what are you doing here?” Michael stood and came to her.

			“Is that the welcome I get?”

			He kissed her. “I didn’t expect you until tomorrow.”

			“I...” She hesitated. “I came home a day early.”

			He grinned. “So, you did miss me.”

			She laughed. “Fine, maybe I did miss you a little bit.”

			“What did the girls say when you told them you were leaving early?”

			“Let’s say I don’t think I’ll be hearing the end of it anytime soon,” she said, with a laugh. They’d all said their share, and had made fun of her, but ultimately, they all understood.

			Wrapping his arms around her, Michael kissed her. And with his firm, strong body pressed against hers, she knew she’d made the right decision coming back early. How she’d spent more than a week away from him in the first place, she didn’t know.

			As his tongue entwined with hers, she remembered that she’d left the door ajar, and broke away from his embrace and his kiss, to close it. A noise, a clatter, from a room farther up the hallway caught her attention. She went to investigate and saw the stainless steel appliances—a large commercial-grade refrigerator, ovens and prep stations. While she’d been gone, a storage room had been completely transformed into a working kitchen. She went back into Michael’s office, and he was wearing an expectant smile.

			“What do you think?” he asked.

			“What the hell happened in there?” she demanded.

			“I know what you’re going to say. I didn’t do it. The guys took the liberty of getting everything ready to start the food program. I was just as surprised as you are.”

			“While I was gone?”

			“Yes. You were out of the state. Me and the blokes talked it over, and we all decided it was a good idea. They pulled the trigger on it.”

			Of course, they were all dead. She would mass murder the lot of them. How could they have executed such a big thing without her? How had Michael allowed it? Why wouldn’t he, though? she asked herself. He’d gotten exactly what he’d wanted. She took a deep breath, wanting to get back to the mellow feeling she’d had only minutes before. “So, did I miss anything else? Did you fire my staff and retrain others? Did you decide to franchise the club, and open locations all around the country.”

			He smirked, and she wanted to smack his arrogant face. “You’re being dramatic.”

			“Am I?”

			“Yes.” He walked around his desk, and picked up a portfolio and handed it to her. “But you might want to take a look at this.”

			She raised an eyebrow and looked over the document. “What is this?”

			“It’s the finalized event plan for the party. I scheduled a couple of meetings with the event planner. We worked out all of the details. We’re ready to go.”

			She thumbed through the papers. “You already announced a date?”

			“And the invites went out yesterday.”

			Alana glared at Michael, the man she’d come home early to see. “Are you serious? You planned this whole big event without me?”

			“No, I didn’t plan it without you. Most of the work was done. We just had to cross the t’s and dot the i’s.”

			She flipped through the event plan, looking at everything he’d done. She should have been thrilled that he’d taken the initiative and taken care of planning the party. But all she saw was an employee who went around her to put it together, who’d conspired against her. “We agreed we would take care of it when I came back.”

			“That’s what we’re doing, isn’t it, talking about it now that you’re back?”

			Frustrated, she threw the plan down on his desk. “Yes, after you’ve already made all the decisions.”

			“Why are we fighting? Why are you so resistant to this?”

			“I’m not resistant,” she insisted. “I just like to be consulted on major changes and events.”

			“I did consult you... Many times. You’ve put me off every time.” The volume of his voice was increasing, and so was hers.

			“You waited until I was out of town to do all of these things?”

			He sighed, and rubbed his eyes. “I didn’t specifically wait for you to go out of town. It just felt like a good time to do it.”

			Alana felt control slipping from her grasp. “This is still my club.”

			“I’m not trying to take it from you. Why are you so mad?”

			“I’m mad because you went over me and made these changes when I was on vacation. You had no right.”

			“You want me to run this place. You can’t tell me I’m not doing a good job. I pulled in new entertainment, and people are raving about the new drink menu, too.” He stopped and looked at her. Alana averted her eyes from his gaze. “I get it,” he said, his voice low. “This isn’t about me making changes. There’s something else going on here.”

			“You’re crazy,” she said, dismissing him with a wave of her hand.

			“This isn’t about work.”

			“It’s always about work.”

			“You’re not mad about my opening a small kitchen, or tweaking the drink menu, or planning a party. This is about you being afraid.”

			She rolled her eyes. “What exactly am I afraid of?”

			“I don’t know, Alana. Is it me? Us? I make you feel something you aren’t prepared to feel? Maybe you’re freaking out and panicking because you love me, and you missed me, and you don’t know how to cope with that.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous.” She turned away from him and folded her arms across her chest. “You know, this is why us being together was a bad idea. Fighting at work isn’t professional, and this is the sort of thing I’d wanted to avoid. I’ve never fought with an employee before. I’m going to go,” she told him. “I’ve got some things to catch up on from my holiday.”

			“Alana, don’t go. Let’s talk about this. It doesn’t have to be a fight. Why don’t we get out of here? Go to dinner. We can go back to your place.”

			“No. There’s nothing for us to talk about. You’ve clearly got all of this under control,” she said, gesturing at the event plan still on his desk.

			His laugh held no humor. “You know what?” Michael shook his head. His eyes were cold and his voice, dangerously low. “I’ve had enough of this. I’d rather crawl back to London with my tail between my legs than stay here and watch you push me and everything you care about away.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“I’m saying that I’m quitting.”

			“What?”

			“I’m leaving.”

			Alana wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting from the conversation, but that wasn’t it. As he said the words, her heart broke into pieces. But maybe it was for the best. She’d grown too dependent on him. She would be better off if he was in England. “Fine,” she said, turning away so he wouldn’t see the way her eyes filled with tears. “You can contact HR about your last paycheck. Thank you for the work you’ve done.”

			“Great. I’ll do that.”

			She walked to the door, willing herself to not turn back. She knew if she did, she wouldn’t be able to leave. She would run back to him. And if she did, what would she do if he didn’t wrap his arms around her?

			“Alana,” he called to her, and she stopped, but still faced the door. “Goodbye,” he said.

			Then she turned, and tried not to focus on the pain on his face. “Goodbye.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			FOR THE FIRST time since arriving in Las Vegas, when Michael walked into his suite in Di Terrestres he was glad he hadn’t yet found a real place to settle in the city. He hadn’t had the chance to accumulate many new things, so all he had to do was pack up his two suitcases and get the hell on his way back home. He took his phone from his pocket and dialed up his friend.

			“Hello?” Robert said, answering the phone. His voice sounded tired, and Michael checked the time. The time zone difference put it at three in the morning in London.

			“Sorry to call so late, mate,” Michael started. “But I thought about your proposition. And I’m in. I want Swings back. I’m coming home and I’ll run it with you.”

			“I was about to be mad that you woke me up,” Robert said, now sounding alert. “What brought this about? Last you told me was that you were happy where you were.”

			Michael pinched his nose with his thumb and forefinger. He didn’t want to get into what had just happened between him and Alana. He wanted to scrub the entire thing from his mind. “I want my club.”

			“Well, she’s ours, mate. When will you be back?”

			Michael looked around the small suite, and quickly catalogued his few belongings. He could be packed and ready to go as soon as he could get his affairs in order. Then he could say goodbye to Di Terrestres, Las Vegas and Alana for good. “As soon as possible.”

			 

			Alana pulled her car into Gabe’s circular driveway, and almost kept driving when she saw cars belonging to Alex, Rafael and Brett already parked there. She’d left her office without accomplishing anything but breaking her heart, and she’d gone home. But her big, empty house was cold and lonely, and not one part of her wanted to go to one of her regular dive bars.

			So, with her girlfriends still in Hawaii, she called Gabe—who was apparently hosting the entire Brotherhood. She was livid with them, but they were still her friends. “God, can’t these guys just spend a night on their own?” she asked herself, rolling her eyes. Carrying a bottle of wine to the door, Alana rang the bell before opening the door and walking on inside. She hadn’t told him what had happened between her and Michael. And she knew that Gabe and the rest of the guys would rightly be pissed that she’d driven away the best manager the club had seen.

			Walking into the foyer, Alana heard the raucous laughter coming from somewhere deeper in the house. She almost turned around, unnoticed, and headed back home to wallow in self-pity. Alex came into the hallway from the kitchen. “Hey, how was Haw—” He stopped talking and looked at her and frowned. “You look like hell.”

			“Gee, thanks.” Alana had thought she’d done a pretty good job of hiding the dark circles under her eyes, and the puffiness from crying, and drawing some color back into her face. But based on Alex’s reaction, she guessed not.

			In several long strides, he was in front of her. “I didn’t mean it like that.” He wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “You look amazing as always, but you look sad. What’s wrong?”

			“Don’t be so nice to me,” she warned him. “I hate you guys.” She sighed. “And you’re right.” She handed him the bottle of wine. “Just take this before I open it and chug the whole damn thing.”

			“I don’t think alcohol poisoning is the answer to whatever is going on with you.”

			“It’s always worth a try,” she said with a small smile.

			“Come on,” he said, one arm still around her shoulders. “We’re all hanging out in the media room. Then you can tell us why you hate us.”

			Alana leaned into Alex as they made their way to the room that Gabe had decked out with plush leather furniture, a wet bar, a pool table and a giant television. She realized she couldn’t be mad at her friends when she was the person who’d been unreasonable, and resistant to something they all had wanted. Each of her friends sat, eating pizza and watching sports highlights. Such typical guy stuff. She loved those guys more than anyone else on the planet, but again she found herself wishing her girlfriends were home.

			The men greeted her with mouths full of pizza, and kicking off her shoes, she curled up in the empty spot on the couch next to Gabe. She picked up a piece of pizza, took a bite and washed it down with a mouthful of beer. No matter how successful they’d become, sometimes the simplest things were best—beer and pizza with the guys in front of an eighty-eight-inch TV screen.

			They were all so caught up in basketball highlights, she wondered if they’d even noticed her enter, but after several minutes, Gabe cleared his throat, and muted the volume. “Okay, Lana, we gave you a couple of minutes to mope. What’s going on with you?” Four pairs of male eyes turned their attention to her.

			“Nothing,” she insisted. “Everything is fine.” She took another bite of pizza.

			“You’re full of shit,” Alex told her.

			“I’m not.”

			“If you don’t tell us, we’re only going to start guessing,” Rafael warned her. “And that could take all night and annoy all of us.”

			“Why do you think something is going on?”

			“Why did you come back from Hawaii early, and not with everyone else?”

			“And why do you look so miserable?” Brett asked. “There is obviously something wrong.”

			Alana put down her pizza. She wouldn’t escape her friends’ cross-examination. “Fine,” she said. “I came here because I was pissed at you guys and wanted to give you a piece of my mind, but I now realize that I was in the wrong.” She explained how she’d felt when she’d discovered the choices they’d made without her. “I felt betrayed by all of you.”

			“We’re sorry,” Brett said.

			Gabe nodded in agreement. “We didn’t really see it that way. All of Michael’s ideas were good, though.”

			“Of course they are. I was just so scared of losing control and my hold over the place that I lashed out. And I really fucked up.”

			“What happened?” Gabe asked.

			Alana took a deep breath, intending to give them a brief overview of what had happened between her and Michael, but instead, she told them everything. Ending with their fight that afternoon. The guys remained silent, and Alana knew it was because of her emotional outburst. It wasn’t common for her, and she’d never been in such a predicament. Their silence ate at her. “Can somebody say something?” she asked.

			“Let me get it straight,” Gabe started. “Not only are you brokenhearted, but we’ve lost our manager and friend.”

			“Yeah, it’s really been a day,” she said, without much enthusiasm.

			“What are you going to do?” Alex asked her.

			“Well, I came here to hang out with you guys—I thought you’d all just let me stew in silence—instead of staying home, putting on my sad-girl sweats and sobbing while listening to nineties Bon Jovi.”

			“What’s wrong with that?” Gabe teased. “Nineties Bon Jovi is great.” She punched him in the chest. “Ow,” he said, rubbing the spot. “Hon, it’s okay to be sad,” he said, putting his arm around her, drawing her in. “What do you want to do when it comes to Michael?”

			Alana sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe him leaving is for the best. I might have fallen in love with him—whatever that means—but it was scary how quickly it all happened, how all-encompassing it was. I felt he was such a huge part of me, for such a short time that losing him hurt more than I could have ever imagined.”

			Gabe cleared his throat. “Alana, at the expense of being hit again, I want to know something.”

			“What?”

			“Do you think that maybe—just maybe—you found an excuse to push Michael away, to hurt him, so that he wouldn’t hurt you first.”

			“No, that’s ridiculous,” she insisted. She wouldn’t admit that the idea of Michael packing up and leaving for London had terrified her. But she hadn’t intentionally driven a wedge between them... Had she?

			“Are you sure?”

			Was she? At the first sign of her attraction to Michael, discovering that she was in love with him, she’d looked for a way to push him away. She’d made him leave. Which was exactly what she’d wanted. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

			“Do you want him back?”

			Alana’s immediate response was yes, but she didn’t say it. With the way her heart had been pulled from her chest with his goodbye, she didn’t know if she could put herself through it ever again. “I don’t know.”

			“You love him, don’t you?” Rafael asked.

			She shook her head, but her answer was still a quiet yes.

			“Why don’t you want to be with him?”

			“Look at me,” she said. “We were together just over a month, and now that he’s gone, I’m a complete mess. I don’t think that feeling this way is worth anything I could ever have with him. Even if it wasn’t too late for that.”

			Each of her friends looked at her, their expressions full of pity mixed with frustration. “Can you guys stop looking at me like that?” she asked. Their expressions remained the same. “What?” she asked, now annoyed at their silence.

			“You don’t get it, Lana,” Gabe said. “Hell, neither did we. But being in love is all about taking that risk. Sure, losing the person you love will rip you apart, but just think back to your best moments with Michael—when you were happiest—isn’t how you felt in those moments better than any moments you’ve ever had?”

			Alana recalled the memories—their entire brief relationship played on loop behind her eyes: their first meeting, him showing up in her room at Di Terrestres, sex on his desk, Christmas in Cancun. Every word, conversation, every kiss and caress replayed, and she felt her eyes fill with tears as she knew that she would never get those moments back. “Goddammit, Gabe,” she muttered, swiping at her eyelids, stopping the tears from cascading down her cheeks. “How did you get so insightful?”

			“I learned the hard way,” he told her. “We all did. Each of us almost lost the women we love because of stupidity, pride, fear, whatever. And whether you believe it, or not, you played a hand in making sure we worked it out with them. But the important thing is that we all figured it out together.”

			“It’s not always easy,” Alex told her. “But it’s worth it. Why don’t you talk to him?”

			She shook her head. “I can’t. What can I say?”

			“You can tell him you were scared,” he suggested. “That you made a mistake.”

			“He quit the club,” she told them. “He sent his formal resignation letter to my office and HR. It said he’s going back to London. And the housekeeping request said his room was vacant and needs to be cleaned.” She shook her head. “He’s gone.”

			Brett sat back in his chair and shrugged casually. “Well, I guess you’d better track him down, and figure out where he’s staying before he leaves the country for good.”

			She scoffed, feeling helpless. “In a city with as many hotel rooms as Vegas has, it shouldn’t be any trouble, right?”

			Gabe pulled out his phone. “If you want him back before he leaves, I guess we’ll have to get looking for him.”

		
	
        
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			MICHAEL LOOKED OVER his packed bags and mentally ticked off his to-do list. He was booked on an early-morning flight back to London, his passport and everything else he would need for the long-haul flight was secure in his shoulder bag. He had spent the rest of the day packing his suite at Di Terrestres, failing at trying not to think about the woman who’d dominated him. Their affair had been quick, burning hot and bright, and consumed both of them. Now he’d be scarred forever. He wasn’t ready to say goodbye to her, but he couldn’t stand by and watch her push him away.

			His foray into a new life had been fun, challenging, but it was time to go back. Robert had finalized their purchase of the club, but he still hadn’t spoken to his brother. Nor did he have to. There was no salvaging that relationship and the betrayal still stung. He thought it always would, but it was nothing to the pain he felt at leaving Alana.

			His phone rang. He picked it up from the bedside table, hoping-but-also-not-hoping that it was Alana. It wasn’t. The caller ID showed Gabe’s name and number, and he answered.

			“Hey, man,” Gabe started. “What’s going on?”

			He wasn’t sure what Alana had told him about their situation, if she’d told them anything at all. “I’m leaving.”

			“I gathered that. I’m wondering why.”

			“I was given the opportunity to take back my old club. I couldn’t pass it up.”

			Gabe paused. “What about Alana?”

			“She made her feelings perfectly clear,” Michael explained. “We don’t have a future. And I can’t stay here.”

			“Where are you?”

			“At a hotel.”

			“Which one? Why don’t I pick you up? We can go get a drink, one last time.”

			Michael didn’t really want to see anyone, but he did owe Gabe at least a drink for the job and bringing him to the country, and a full explanation for why he was leaving. “Okay, sure,” he said, giving Gabe the hotel name and room number.

			“Great,” Gabe said. “I’ll be there soon.”

			Michael spent the next twenty minutes pacing his hotel room. He knew he was making the decision that was best for him, but a big part of his heart wanted to go to Alana, and make things right with her. The finality of her goodbye, the sorrow she tried not to let him see told him that she was upset.

			There was a knock on the door, and he opened it without checking the peephole. Expecting to see Gabe, he was more than surprised to see Alana standing on the other side. He should have known that Gabe had been setting him up.

			“What are you doing here?” he asked.

			“Hopefully not embarrassing myself. Can I come in?”

			“Of course,” he said, moving out of the doorway, letting her into his hotel room. “Why would you be embarrassing yourself?”

			She didn’t say anything for a while, but he saw her gaze settle on his two packed suitcases. “You know I never really do anything unless I’m guaranteed to win. But here I am. I’m taking this huge risk, with no idea how you’re going to respond.”

			“What’s the risk?”

			She hesitated.

			“Alana, tell me why you’re here.”

			“I’m here because I want you to stay.”

			“Is that right?”

			“Yes. I don’t want you to leave.”

			“And what’s here for me?”

			“Your job. I’d like you to come back to the club. And I’ll let you have the leeway to run things as you see fit. You’ve already more than proven yourself as an excellent manager. And if you want, I’ll step away from operations at Di Terrestres, I’ll give you full control to keep you here.”

			“Really? Are you sure you want to do that? You think you can do that?”

			“I’m going to try.”

			Michael knew that Alana loved the club, and he didn’t think she should step away from it. “And what else?” he asked.

			“What do you mean?”

			“What else is here for me?”

			Alana drew in a shaky breath. “Me. I’m here for you. I love you. I don’t want you to leave.”

			“Alana. I love you, too. It feels like you’re proposing to give up a lot for me here. Your club, for example. I don’t want you to give up what you love. You should run the club. If that means stepping back from some of your other duties, then so be it. Di Terrestres is where you should be.”

			She smiled. “I know. I thought it would at least give you a reason to stay here. But honestly, I could barely get the words out.” They both laughed, until Alana sobered. “But you’re going to back to London anyway, aren’t you?”

			“Yes,” he told her.

			He could tell that Alana was trying to keep up a strong facade, but her lower lip quivered, and he longed to take it between his own.

			“I thought so. You can run Di Terrestres. You don’t need Swings.” The desperation in her voice was almost enough to make him stay.

			“I do need it. It’s a matter of pride.”

			“I get that. You know how crazy I got over my own club.”

			“And that’s why I don’t want to run it. She’s your baby. That’s where you should be. I have to return to London. For a little while, at least. But with you here, I’ll be back. As soon as I can, when it is all settled.”

			She didn’t respond, and he wondered if she regretted coming to his hotel.

			He cupped her chin between his thumb and forefinger, and lifted her head so that her eyes met his. “You don’t have to make any promises to me. You don’t have to wait for me. That isn’t fair of me to ask.”

			“It isn’t fair to you, either.” She shook her head free of his touch and stepped out of his reach. “You know, what? Why don’t you go to London, and if you return, we’ll figure things out then?”

			“Are you pushing me away again to try to protect yourself?” he asked. “Because no. You can’t do that. You can’t track me down at my hotel, tell me you’re in love with me, and then take it back. I love you, too.” He kissed her, and she melted against him. “Oh, and, Alana, I will be back.”

			She didn’t look convinced, so Michael needed to do exactly what would convince her. They both stood before each other, a foot apart, not touching. The air between them was serious, as if they had adjourned a formal business meeting, and not shared declarations of love. He thought that she might extend her hand to shake his, and he wanted to laugh at the absurdity, but he couldn’t. Instead he took a step toward her, and bowed his head and planted his lips firmly on hers.

			Her lips were firm and warm, and he enveloped her in his arms and lifted her. He exhaled a rough breath when her long legs wrapped around his hips, locking at the small of his back, as her nimble fingers attacked the buttons that ran down the front of his shirt. He took over the kiss, driving his tongue into her mouth. She tasted and smelled so familiar to him now, and he wasn’t sure how he’d ever be able to survive without her.

			He probably could have laid her in the middle of the bed, but he had another idea. Taking the few small steps to the narrow desk, he placed her on top of it.

			Alana smiled at him, knowing what he was doing—re-creating their first time together. He swept off the few things that were sitting on top and she lay down, her legs still around his waist. He pushed her skirt up over her hips and moved her panties aside. His hands shook with need for her, and he circled her clit with his thumb and she moaned, leaning back on the desktop, raising her arms above her head. He didn’t want to walk away from her, but he needed protection, and he went to his suitcase and pulled out the box he’d packed in his shaving kit. Walking back to her, his gait was stiff with the obstruction of his rock-hard dick.

			He returned to her, lying on the narrow desk, her thighs still spread for him, and with one hand, Michael unbuttoned his jeans and lowered his zipper. Reaching into his boxers, he pulled out his dick. He quickly covered himself with the latex, and shifted her lace panties out of the way, and with one long stroke, he was home. At that moment, he knew nothing but her, and his scorching need to be inside of her, to have her surround him.

			As he thrusted in and out, he reached over her and took her wrists and held her in place. Alana cried out, and it made him go harder, faster, until he could feel his muscles tense, and his balls tighten. With his lips on her, he could feel her moan as it rattled from her chest.

			He thrust into her wildly, one hand on her creamy thigh and the other on her backside, holding her tightly. He watched her face. When her eyes fluttered closed, to signal her approaching orgasm, he brought a hand to her cheek, commanding her attention, bringing his forehead to rest on hers. Alana shuddered below him, and cried out in desperate pleasure. He held on to his control as she buried her face in his shoulder, and he felt her teeth dig into the base of his throat. He stayed with her through the course of her orgasm, gritting his teeth and curling his toes in his shoes, in an attempt to put off his own. With a primal groan, and one final plunge, he exploded, burying himself inside of her, and his face in her hair.

			He kissed her deeply. “I don’t want to leave you,” he told her. “But you can believe I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

		
	
        
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			Six months later...

			ALANA SAT BEHIND her desk, finishing up all of her work before the end of day so she could then concentrate on Jessica and Rafael’s wedding plans. Thankfully, she’d shifted her workload, and had hired people to handle all of her responsibilities besides managing Di Terrestres. That was her one job now. Michael had been right—managing the club was what she wanted to do.

			“Alana, there’s a Mr. Paul here to see you,” and she could hear the smile in Cameron’s voice. He was playing with her. Alana smiled, thinking back to the first time she’d met with Michael in her office. Michael had returned again. He’d been gone for three weeks this time, and it was the longest they’d been apart. He’d been splitting his time between London and Las Vegas, managing his own club and visiting when he could get away. They visited each other, Skyped daily, sent countless messages back and forth. The time difference was rough, but despite everything Alana had thought previously, they’d been making it work. “You can send him in,” she told Cameron.

			She walked across her office to greet him at the door. When she got there, he kissed her, as if they’d never been apart. When she came up for air, Alana looked up at him. “How was your flight?”

			“Long. I can’t wait until Swings is set straight again. I can be here with you more.”

			“Me, too,” she told him. “I wish we had tonight for ourselves, but I’ve got bridesmaid duty. Spa, hotel, champagne...”

			“But you’re all mine tomorrow night, right?”

			“That’s right,” she said, letting her mind drift to the things they could do to one another after Rafael and Jessica’s wedding. “I’m almost ready to go,” she told him.

			His face was faux shocked. He checked his watch. “Why, it’s only just past five. Are you sure you don’t have at least two more hours of work left to go?”

			She shrugged. “I may have worked late all week to clear my schedule. Plus, my schedule is far less full than it used to be, now that my job is solely to manage the club.”

			“How is everything here?”

			“It’s good.” She cleared her throat. “Now that I’ve had time to assess the numbers and guest reviews, the food program is going really well.”

			“You’re saying that I was right?” he asked, and she could see the teasing glint in his eye.

			“I wouldn’t go that far,” she said, grinning. “And with the party just a few weeks away, we’ve already been seeing a boost in membership applications from some pretty heavy hitters in Hollywood.”

			“I knew it would.”

			“Fine,” she relented. “As much as it kills me to admit it, you were right.”

			“Was that so hard?”

			“It was,” she admitted. “But it’s not as hard as having you away. I miss you.”

			“I miss you, too. But you’ll be glad to find out that Robert and I finally nailed down the perfect team to run Swings, so my visits over there will be less frequent.”

			“That’s great. Are you sure you don’t mind staying here and only going back there occasionally?”

			“Everything I do in London, I can do here electronically. It might mean some very, very early-morning conference calls, but there’s nothing else for me in London.” He cupped her cheek. “My life is here now. With you. You ready to go down to the club?” he asked. “Gabe texted me and told me everyone is down there.”

			“Yeah, I know,” she said, reaching up to wrap her arms around his neck. “I just want you on my own for a while. I’m greedy, I guess. You really should have come earlier.”

			“I know, I’m a stupid man, I guess.”

			She kissed him. “You must be.” She sighed. “I guess we should get down there,” she said, breaking away from him.

			He held her wrist. “Wait, Alana. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about first.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I love you,” he said.

			She smiled. “That’s lucky for you,” she said, busying herself at her desk and packing up her bag. “Because I love you, too.”

			“Can you come over here already?” he asked. “I have something I want to ask you, and I’d like your full attention.”

			“Hmm, sounds serious,” she said, still not coming back to him.

			“It is.”

			She watched him, and saw the urgency and uncertainty on his face, so she came back around her desk. “What’s up?”

			He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small cube-shaped box. Before he said anything, she knew what was inside of it, and her mouth and eyes opened with surprise. “Will you marry me?” he asked, opening the box, revealing a large, clear diamond ring.

			“What?” Alana had heard him, but she couldn’t believe the words he’d uttered. “What did you say?”

			“Let’s get married,” he repeated.

			“Are you serious?”

			“I’ve never been more serious. I know it’s quick, Alana. I know we haven’t known each other long, but I love you more than I’ve ever loved another person, and being away from you is the hardest thing I’ve ever experienced.”

			He brought his fingertips to her cheek. “I didn’t think I would ever want to marry again, but meeting you changed my mind. You quickly became the center of my world, and everything I’ve ever wanted.” He paused. “Are you going to answer my question?”

			“Are you sure that’s what you want?”

			Michael chuckled. “Only if you say yes.”

			Alana laughed, still in shock. “Then it’s a good thing I’m going to say yes.”

			Michael’s smile was broad. “Really?”

			She nodded. “Just put the ring on my finger already.”

			They kissed, and Alana wanted nothing more than to drag him out of the office and to her house, which would soon become their house. But they already had commitments, and Rafael and Jessica’s prewedding plans were too important for them to skip.

			“As much as I’d like for us to go home, right now, I think we’re needed downstairs.”

			“We’d better head down. We’ve got the rest of our lives to do whatever you have in mind.”

			Alana stood on her toes and kissed him again. She never wanted to stop. “You’ve got that right, buddy. Let’s go.”

			With her hand in his, they made their way to the private elevator that took them to the lower floors of the building, where Di Terrestres was located. They walked across the floor and up the staircase to the balcony that held the Brotherhood’s table, overlooking the entire floor of the club.

			Everyone was there. Raf and Jessica were glowing with happiness about their upcoming nuptials. Brett and Rebecca, Alex and Maria, and Gabe and Ellie were all sitting closely together. She could feel the love from across the floor, and she stopped to watch them before she and Michael approached the table.

			“You okay?” Michael asked. “Why’d you stop?”

			“Just look at them. They’re all so happy. We’re happy. No one would have ever guessed that love and marriage was in the cards for any of those guys. Or myself.”

			“Alana, Michael,” Jessica called when she saw them. She stood, and greeted them, giving both of them a hug.

			“Sorry we’re a little late,” Alana explained. Using her hands, she pushed her hair back from her shoulders and a beam of spotlight glinted off the new ring that now adorned her left hand.

			“What is that?” Rebecca asked, noticing it first, reaching across the table and grabbing her hand. She looked at the ring, and then at both Alana and Michael. “It isn’t!” she exclaimed, knowing immediately that it was an engagement ring.

			“It is,” Michael answered, draping his arm around Alana, as she leaned into his embrace.

			“Oh my God,” Jessica said, pulling Alana up and hugging her tightly. “Congratulations!”

			After the rounds of hugs and well-wishes, Alex signaled one of the servers below. “This definitely calls for champagne.”

			As the bottles arrived and the corks were popped, Alana took a moment to look around the table at her friends. Only a few years ago, that same table had been smaller and held only five chairs. But the table had since been replaced by a larger one and five more chairs had been added. The Brotherhood—Brett, Rafael, Alex, Gabe and Alana—had once believed that they were on top of the world. They’d had money, prestige and grand visions of running the city. They had each other and their successful businesses, and thought that was all they needed. It was only now that Alana knew just how wrong they’d been. She finally realized that there was more to life than the material things. With their lovers, partners and spouses by their sides, they now had everything.
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			The Deal

			by Clare Connelly

			PROLOGUE

			Five years earlier, Becksworth Hall, 
Wiltshire, England

			‘YOU’RE A ROTHSMORE, for Christ’s sake.’

			My father is perhaps the only person more apoplectic than I am.

			‘She is aware of that.’ Surprisingly, my voice comes out clear and calm, even when I feel as if I’ve run a marathon. I reach for the Scotch on autopilot, topping up my glass. My hand shakes a little. Shock, I suppose.

			And I am shocked.

			‘This isn’t like Saffron.’ My mother wrings her gloved hands in front of her pale peach suit, the wedding corsage still crisp and fragrant. I reach for my own in the buttonhole of my jet-black tuxedo jacket, and dislodge it roughly, pleased when the pearl-tipped pin snags on my finger. A perfect circle of burgundy blood stains the white rose at the decoration’s centre.

			‘How do you know, Mother?’

			I don’t mean to sound so derisive, but in the four hours since my cousin received a text from my bride’s best friend explaining that the love of my life wasn’t going to be showing up to our wedding, I’ve had to endure more platitudes and Saffron-defending than I can stand.

			‘Well, she’s...’ Antoinette Rothsmore struggles to describe Saffron. There are any number of words I could offer. Suitable. Wealthy. Privileged. Appropriate. Beautiful. Cultured. Words that describe why my parents introduced us and cheered from the sidelines as we hooked up. But the reason we got engaged is simple.

			I love her. And she’s left me.

			‘Nice,’ my mother finishes, lamely.

			Saffron is nice.

			Too nice for me?

			Perhaps.

			I haven’t seen her in three days, but when I did, she was in full preparation mode for our wedding, reminding me that the photographer from OK! magazine would be coming to take pictures of the party so not to let my groomsmen get too messed up on Scotch before the ceremony.

			I throw back the single malt and grip the glass tightly. How many have I had? Not enough to make this feel like a distant dream.

			‘Nobody does this to a Rothsmore.’ My father’s face has turned a deep shade of puce. I’d think it’s sweet that he cares so much except I don’t for a second imagine he cares about the fact I just had my heart handed to me in tatters in front of five hundred of Europe’s elite. Princes, dukes, CEOs—everyone.

			Not that I care about the embarrassment. I care about Saffy. I care about the fact we were supposed to be married and she’s sent me a ‘Dear John’ text via a friend and my cousin.

			‘What would you like to do, Father? Sue her?’

			‘If only,’ he snaps, then shakes his head. ‘Though the last thing this family wants is a scandal. Damn it, Nicholas. What did you do to her?’

			I blink, his question something I haven’t considered.

			What did I do to her?

			Is it possible I said or did something to turn her away?

			No.

			This isn’t about me.

			This is pure Saffron. Passionate, affectionate, changeable.

			I grimace, rubbing a hand over my jaw, neatly trimmed just the way Saffron likes.

			I fix Gerald with a firm stare. ‘I did nothing, Father, except agree to marry the woman you chose for me.’ I don’t say the rest. That I fell head over heels in love with her as well.

			We used to laugh about the nature of our relationship—how we both knew it was a heavy-handed set-up from our parents. How their interference was like something out of a nursery rhyme. Except we were going to have the last laugh, because we were in love.

			We were in love.

			When had I started believing in love? What kind of goddamned idiot fool have I become to worship at the altar of something so childish?

			I snap the Scotch glass down against the table, a little louder and harder than I intend, and I see my mother jump in my peripheral vision.

			I’ve been an idiot.

			There’s no such thing as love. No such thing as ‘happily ever after’. No such thing as ‘meant for each other’.

			And suddenly, all I want is to get away from this. From my parents and their expectations, from this life I’ve been groomed all my life to lead. I want to get away from Saffy, from our wedding, from my damned broken heart.

			I want to get drunk, and then I want to get laid—one way or another I’m going to forget Saffy ever existed.

			I stumble a little as I head for the door. ‘Where are you going?’ My mother, behind me, is anxious-sounding.

			‘Get Alf to fire up the jet.’ I hear my own words, slightly slurred.

			‘But why? You can’t leave. What if Saffron comes looking for you?’

			I prop an arm on the doorjamb for support, blinking at my mother for several long seconds. ‘Then I won’t fucking be here.’
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