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  Dedication 





To all my people who crave a little… bite… with their romance








  
  [image: ]




  
  Temptation Chapter 1

Elise





I hadn't planned on helping Claire cover this event tonight, but saying no to five hundred dollars isn't something I can afford to do. My business does well, but having the extra cash in the slow season is critical. 
So instead of being laid up in bed, reading one of my smutty romance books, I'm in a black dress with long sleeves and a high neck and heels. I'm having to remind myself that helping Claire manage this event is good for both of us. But I'm struggling to maintain my composure. 
The art on sale tonight is beautiful and erotic. People of all shapes, sizes, cultures, and genders have gathered to celebrate that art. No one is judging anyone else. Everyone is comfortable in their skin. And I'm standing here against the wall, feeling like a twenty-six year old virgin at their first formal dance.
But my job tonight is management; making sure that the servers clear tables, the bar stays stocked, and the food is replenished before it has a chance to run out. I’ve run these events with Claire so many times, I could do this half asleep. 
But there will be no sleeping tonight. My brain is breaking that there are people in this world, hell in my local community, that feel free enough to express themselves and their sexuality. 
I love that for them, the freedom. But I couldn’t imagine feeling free enough to not only embrace my sexuality but also my wants and needs as a human being. 
I just came back into the ballroom to make sure that the staff had enough help clearing dishes, but what has left me speechless are the burlesque dancers on the stage. 
They are all shapes and sizes, and in various stages of undress. Everyone is clapping and shouting, and I am struggling with what I am seeing. 
“Art is the purest form of self expression,” a man says as he steps up behind me. 
I turn around to ask him if he needs anything but stop dead in my tracks, my voice dying in my throat. The man standing before me is stunning. 
He’s tall, dwarfing my five foot eight frame, and thickly muscled. He’s not wearing a shirt, instead a leather harness crosses over his chest, highlighting the geometric tattoos all over his torso and arms. 
His blonde hair is long and thick, braided back from his face. But the sides are shaved to the skin, and tattoos cover the sides of his head. His eyes are a startling shade of green, almost like sea foam but with little red flecks in them. 
I clear my throat. “Can I help you with something?” I try not to stare, but it’s hard when those eyes feel like they are peering into my soul. I step to the side, putting him in front of me.
“Just making conversation.” His eyes track my movement and a grin slides across his face. “Do I make you nervous?”
“No, I just wanted to be out of the way if someone needed to pass.” I press my back against the wall behind me. 
“Would being in the way be such a bad thing?” He steps in closer to me, his scent filling my nose with something citrusy, along with a hint of musk.
“It is if I’m in the way.” My throat is suddenly thick with tension. I try to shrug it off and act like him being so close doesn’t bother me. But it does. “I need to get back to work.” 
I take a step to the side and he lets me. He takes a step back, noticing my discomfort. “I’m sorry, it was not my intention to make you uncomfortable. I saw you staring at the dancers and thought that maybe it was in awe.”
He stands next to me, mirroring my image; hands clasped in front of my waist, shoulders back, head high. 
“You didn’t make me uncomfortable, I just need to work.” I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. I let my eyes move over the crowd, checking on the staff. 
“Do you always lie to yourself to make others more comfortable about their bad behavior?” He says it causally while watching the dancers. “Because I did make you uncomfortable, and I will gladly accept and apologize for that.”
“I’m not lying to myself. It’s just not a big deal.” I keep scanning the crowd, making sure that everything is still running smoothly, also secretly hoping that I can escape. 
This man is right. He is making me uncomfortable, but not because he’s being creepy. I'm uncomfortable because he is attempting to look past the carefully built facade that I have been wearing for years.
"How long have you been in the catering business?" he asks as he leans against the wall behind us. 
“I’m not in the catering business. I’m just helping out a friend tonight.” I see a server struggling with a pile of plates. “Excuse me, I need to get back to work.”
As I walk away, I can feel his gaze burning a hole in my back. But I keep my back straight and ignore it. I’m used to being stared at—it’s the curse of being a redhead. 
When I get to the server that is struggling, I take a couple of plates from her and gather up the rest that were left on the table. We make our way to the kitchens down the hall, dodging guests and exhibits as we go. 
We deposit the plates and she murmurs a quick thank you before heading back out to gather more plates. I stand in the kitchen, helping the dish washer scrape plates and get them loaded in the dishwasher. 
“I’m not paying you to help the dish washer scrape plates, ya know?” Claire is standing in the doorway holding a plate loaded with food. 
“I know, but he looked like he needed a hand.” The dish washer gives me a side eye, clearly not understanding that I needed a minute to gather myself. I put my hands up in surrender and walk towards Claire, wiping my hands on a towel before tossing it in the linen bag. 
“I’ll bet he did. Here,” she says as she hands me a plate of food. “Don’t even bother with the excuses, I know you haven’t eaten yet.”
This is why I love Claire. She knows that I don’t eat until I’m about to drop. “Thank you,” I mumble as I start forking food into my mouth. 
We met in a creative writing class in college. She was taking the class as an elective, and I was trying to feed my soul. My parents hated that I was taking the class because it didn’t fit their plan for me, but I told them it was an elective. They didn't know that I needed to let off some steam before I exploded.
“Who was the guy you were talking to? He’s fucking hot.” She pulls me out of the wash area and into the hallway. 
“I don’t know, just someone who decided to strike up a conversation, I guess.” I don’t taste the food as I eat, just trying to get calories in. I’ll have to work out harder tomorrow to make up for the extra meal.
“What do you mean you don’t know? You didn’t get his name? His number?” 
“Claire, you know me better than that. My parents would revolt if I brought a guy with tattoos to meet them.” My parents are extremely conservative, super religious people. They believe that women should be at home raising their children, not running their own businesses. The fact that I am twenty-six and still not married and having babies is abhorrent to them. 
“When are you going to learn to live for yourself and not your parents?” She lets out an exasperated sigh. We’ve had this conversation many times over the years and it always ends the same—her shaking her head. 
“I am living for myself. I’m here, aren’t I?” I let out my own sigh and take the plate into the washroom before coming back to the hallway. “I’m not interested in a hookup, though.”
“Getting his name and number doesn’t mean you have to hook up with him. It just opens the door for a date. You know, the thing you haven’t been on in years after Shane walked out on you for being too boring.” 
I can’t cover my wince. Shane and I had been together for over a year and I thought we were headed for engagement. But one day, out of the blue, he told me that he had hoped that I would be more adventurous, more sexual, more everything. 
“Elise, you are a beautiful, strong, sexy woman. If I had a dick, I’d be gunning for you. But I don’t. Instead, I watch you hide yourself from others. I watch as all the things you were taught as a kid and teenager hold you back from being who you truly want to be.”
I lean back against the wall, tipping my head back to look at the plain beige ceiling tiles. For a minute, I sit with what she said, and has been saying for the last couple of years. And finally, it dawns on me, I’m a ceiling tile.
Sturdy, utilitarian, following the ridge pattern set up for me my entire life. I am boring. 
I used to love bright colors, literature, music. I volunteered at the animal shelter and women’s shelter. I used to write poetry, music, and stories. Five years ago, I would have loved an event like this, one that supported literally everything I cared about. 
Now, I hide in my apartment. I wake up at six am to work out, not because I want to, but because I have to stay in shape to land a husband. I work on my clients’ books until my eyes cross. Then, and only then, do I allow myself a small window to read or write. But only for a short time—I have to go to bed early so I can wake up and do it all again. 
I am one hundred percent positive that those people in there, the ones that are actually enjoying themselves, have day jobs. Some are probably doctors, lawyers, teachers, and any manner of normal. But they are here, having fun, and being themselves. And no one is judging them.
“You’re right,” I tell her as I continue to stare at the ceiling tiles. “I am boring.”
“You’re not boring, Elise. You just fell into a routine that doesn’t suit you.” 
“I’m going to see if I can find that guy, maybe get his number.” I start walking down the hall towards the ballroom. 
Claire lets out a quiet ‘thank fuck’ before heading back to the kitchens to make sure that the desserts are ready to roll out.
I walk back in and scan the crowd. Everyone is still entranced by the dancers, and the servers have cleared all the dinner plates. The bartenders nod at me, indicating that they are good. 
I continue to scan, looking for the man with the long blond hair, when my eyes land on a large photo on the exhibition side of the ballroom. I hadn't seen it earlier as I was moving through the room.
I am drawn to the photo, stepping around guests and staff. It's the most beautiful photo I've ever seen. When I come to stand in front of it, I can't help but stare. My eyes move over every inch of the photo. 
It's a black-and-white photo of a woman laying on her back, her hands covering her breasts and her leg pulled up just enough to cover the most intimate part of her. Her head is tilted back, eyes closed, and her mouth is barely parted. It looks like she is on the edge of an orgasm.
My eyes rest on the small white card attached to the bottom. 
L. Hart - Temptation
Below the photo is a clipboard with names and amounts listed out. The last bid was for four thousand dollars. I tried to hide my surprise, but I'm pretty sure the sound of my jaw hitting the floor was heard throughout the ballroom. 
I'm still staring at the photo when the scent of citrus and musk surrounds me. 
"This is one of my favorite photos." The man from earlier is back. This time, though, he isn't standing as close. 
"It's beautiful," I tell him, peeking over my shoulder to look at him. He's not looking at the photo, but at me.
"Thank you," he says with a nod.
"This is your work?" I ask, surprised. At his nod, I pull my eyes away from him and back to the photo. "You're a photographer?"
"I am," he says, his tone cautious. "Does that surprise you?"
I think about that for a second. "Not really. I don't know many photographers, so I don't really know what one would look or act like."
"That's fair. Yes, I'm a photographer. I work with all types of people for a variety of different portraits. Can I show you?" He holds out his arm, offering to show me the other photographs in the exhibit.
Despite what I told Claire, I'm hesitant. He's not even wearing a shirt, for heaven's sake. But I don't want to be a ceiling tile anymore, so I take his arm. He leads me around the exhibit, not only to his photos but to the other art that is up for auction. 
He tells me about each artist: the silversmith, the glassblower, the ropemaker, the painters. He tells me their stories and how they got started. But the thing that hits me the hardest is his photos.
Each one is different, and they're not all sensual. One is of a prosthetic leg and a woman's boot. Another is a wide, thick collar on a man's throat that has Darling stamped on the front and a woman's painted nail tilting up the man's chin.
I'm staring at that photo, trying to figure out what it means, when he points out another one. This one is also black and white. It's of a woman's back with something melted on her back, a tattoo that says His Angel inked into her skin. Her hair is up in a messy bun, and she is naked. Her hands are tied to a hook above her head, and there is a man's hand caressing her jaw.
"This is one of my favorites. The woman struggles with sensations and being touched. But when it's her partner touching her, she melts." He stares at the photo for another minute before turning to me. 
"My name is Elise," I blurt out before I lose my courage. 
I watch as a smile takes over his face. "I'm Lucian."
"Do you want to get coffee?" I ask him, my face flaming. 
"You beat me to it. Yes, I would love to get coffee."
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