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Ruby

Champagne cascaded out in a perfect, shining arc before plunging four feet into an elaborately engraved silver cistern. The whole thing had been shaped to resemble something like the Eiffel Tower, only more elegant. The frothy pool formed bubbles which remained steadfast even in the face of the three other falls comprised entirely of champagne.

Most of the well-heeled clients at the penthouse gala didn’t even give the champagne fountain a second glance. But for me—eighteen years old, in that weird cusp between high school and college—it was absolutely fascinating. I had never seen anything quite like it.

I’d begged my father for years to take me to one of his fancy parties. He’d always resisted the idea, though. I could never figure out why. It wasn’t like I was some kind of wild child who was going to take off my clothes and get in the champagne fountain.

I did, however, see an opportunity. I was eighteen but in my sleek sheath dress and heavy makeup I looked much older. I reached out to take a champagne glass by the stem, so I could fill it from the fountain.

“You got any ID on ya, honey?”

I glanced over and found that the champagne fountain wasn’t completely unattended. A member of the hotel staff stood nearby, partially hidden by the fountain. His white shirt was bursting at the seams and his cummerbund strained to hold in his rounded belly. One look at his line etched, stern features and I knew that I wasn’t going to talk my way out of this one.

I had to try, though.

“I left it in my... um, limo.”

“Yeah, great. So go and get it, and I’ll let you have a glass.”

“I’ll be right back,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. I could feel my cheeks burning with embarrassment, though. I turned my back on the champagne fountain, feeling pretty stupid.

Not just because I’d gotten kicked out of the champagne area, either. Because looking at all of the sophisticated, elegant adults I really felt out of place. I was like a nail not quite fully hammered in among perfectly driven nail spikes. You know what happens to a nail that sticks out? Yeah, that’s right. It gets hit. Hard.

Everywhere I looked, I was reminded of how out of place I felt. My dad was always into those big galas, with hundreds of people and a thousand dollar price tag per plate of food. This one was for some kind of charity to save the rainforest.

Anyway, I felt a lot like Eliza in the play Pygmalion. I felt like sooner or later someone was going to point and laugh at the little girl trying to play dress up like she was an adult.

It didn’t matter that I was legally an adult. I still felt like I had to prove myself worthy somehow to be part of that crowd. Feeling lonely and a little lost, I looked for my father, but the teeming mass of humanity in thousand dollar suits and cocktail dresses made that impossible.

One young woman about my age came by with a tray of champagne glasses.

“Would you like some champagne?” she asked.

I hesitated for a moment. I worked part time as a waitress, and I felt weird being waited on by what I considered to be my occupational peers.

“Ah, sure...” I started to reach for it, but I didn’t want to get this server in trouble in case I was caught drinking underage. “Actually, no thank you. It sure is busy here, huh?”

“Oh yeah, the charity galas are a tremendous amount of work.”

“I’m right there with you, sister,” I said as she started to move off. She stopped awkwardly and gave me a wan smile. “I mean, I work as a server, too.”

“Oh, you do?” she asked. “Are you new, or do you work at a different hotel? The Hilton Garden on Main, maybe?”

“Ah, no, I don’t work at a hotel. I work at Bombs Away.”

“Oh.” Her face scrunched into a look of disdain, and her words dripped with polite contempt. “I see. It’s a slightly different environment here, I think you’d find. We’re held to a very high standard for service and excellence—speaking of which, I have to get back to it.”

“Sure,” I said, trying to sound like I was so cool. “I mean, great. That’s awesome. Talk to you later...”

I was speaking to her back. I sighed and shook my head.

“You’re making me wish I’d taken that glass of champagne.”

I sort of wandered around the soirée, looking for my dad and not finding him. I passed by the expansive dance floor, where dozens of well-dressed couples swirled about to ‘classy’ music, though not precisely classical. I came upon an area where people were having some kind of raffle. It was way too late to buy a ticket, not that I probably could have afforded one anyway.

After three cycles through the charity gala, and still no luck in finding my dad, I leaned my back up against a support post and grumbled in frustration. I couldn’t believe that I’d begged my dad to bring me to one of these things for so long... only to find out it’s not all it’s cracked up to be, unless you are into extravagant decorations and obscene amounts of luxury.

I just felt too young, too poor, and too out of place to be at all comfortable. After all the trouble I’d gone to trying to look grown up and sophisticated, too.

A portly man in his seventies came through a nearby glass door. The smell of fresh air and cigar smoke told me he’d been out on a terrace of some kind. Thank goodness, a place to get some air.

As soon as I stepped out onto the stone terrace, I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding. The moon shone down full and bright, gibbous as a hen’s egg. The shining cityscape and the moon drowned out all but the brightest of stars overhead.

I had my eyes focused on the heavens so much, I failed to notice that I was not the only person hanging out on the terrace. I stood at the rail, and only the sweet smell of a cigar drew my attention to the fact I was not alone.

I started when I realized just how close the other individual truly was. He stood less than three feet away from me. At first he didn’t seem to notice me at all, his eyes staring out over the lighted cityscape as the ash on his cigar grew longer and longer.

It felt weird to stand there without saying anything. So I cleared my throat and said the first, incredibly lame, thing that came to mind.

“It’s a nice night.”

I cringed on the inside as he turned his eyes on me. My heart skipped a beat, because he was nothing short of gorgeous. His strong jawline and piercing eyes projected strong masculine energy, yet his styled, soft black hair and sensual lips indicated a degree of sophistication and refinement not found with the gym rat crowd.

And I was damn certain he went to the gym. His broad shoulders and chest tapered down to a narrow waist, and despite the fact he was at least a decade older than me, the man oozed vitality. I had no doubt that if he wanted to he could have doffed his suit and jogged up and down the hundred story building without losing his breath.

Those probing eyes stole my breath and set my heart to racing. At first his inscrutability made me think I’d offended him somehow.

Then his gaze both softened and intensified at the same time. I know it sounds weird, but that’s how it felt.

“It is now,” he said, making me scramble to remember what I’d said that he was now replying to. Oh yeah, I’d told him it was a nice night. “You’ve made this terrace more beautiful by far.”

My cheeks burned with heat, and I hid my awkwardness with a nervous laugh.

“You don’t waste any time, do you, Mr...?”

“Oh, no need to call me Mr. Anything,” he said, thrusting his hand out as if for a shake. “I’m Sam.”

The name sounded a little familiar to me, but it was a common one. I didn’t put too much time into trying to place it. I was too busy swooning under his intense, hungry gaze. I’d never had a man look at me like that before. Sure, plenty of young guys my own age tried to flirt with me, but they always had a certain level of immaturity that turned me off.

This man, Sam, was clearly highly interested in me, and yet he was neither falling all over himself to impress me, nor was he acting like a cocky bastard and doing stupid shit to see if I would be impressed by it.

I was excited, to be sure, but his aura of calmness was infectious and I relaxed a little.

“Ruby,” I replied, taking his hand. The second our skin touched, I felt an electric tingle shoot through my skin. He took my hand to his mouth and kissed it. If some neckbeard had done that, it would have come across as trite and forced.

Sam made it look natural as breathing, and I found myself tickled by the gesture.

“I’m enchanted to meet you, Ruby.” His brows climbed high on his handsome face. “And in response to your statement, I don’t see a point in wasting time. I act quickly when I know what I want.”

My heart thudded a bit harder, but I wasn’t about to be swept off my feet by his smooth talk... at least, not right away.

“And what do you want?” I asked.

“Oh, so many things,” he said, his eyes shining. “But let me ask you first—what do you want?”

I was a bit taken aback.

“Well, I wanted some fresh air so I came out here.”

I didn’t say out loud that I’d expected to be alone.

“That’s short term,” he said, his voice like velvet caressing my eardrums. “What about long term?”

“Well...” It seemed like he was really interested in my answer, and not just being polite or buttering my bread. “I’m not entirely sure yet, to tell you the truth. I know that I like spending time outdoors, a lot, but as far as a vocation goes... I haven’t really settled on one yet.”

“I see.” He nodded. “I’m glad that you’re being thoughtful about it, and not just making a snap decision. Do you have any ideas of what you might want to do?”

“I’ve thought a lot about entering business like my father,” I said truthfully. “But I’m not sure if I want to spend all day in an office. Like I said, I enjoy being outdoors, but the vocations are rather limited in that regard. I mean, I could, like, be a construction worker or a park ranger or something, I suppose... but those things don’t pay nearly enough.”

He nodded sagely, seemingly impressed by my reply.

“In this economy, it’s good to have several options and backups.”

“You mean a short seller’s market?”

Sam’s eyes lit up as if he were impressed.

“You’re more knowledgeable than I expected you to be.”

“Because I’m young, or because I’m a woman?”

“Because you’re young,” he said with a slight smile.

I relaxed a little. That was the right answer.

“Have you eaten yet?” he asked. “I hear the crab cakes are to die for.”

“I haven’t really had an appetite,” I said. “The champagne fountain was neat. Although...”

“What?”

“I don’t want to insult you, as you probably paid a thousand bucks or something to be here.”

“I paid way more than a thousand dollars, but please, share with me what’s on your mind.” He put his hand on top of my own on the rail. “I’m interested.”

I got the feeling he really was interested. I found myself speaking before I really thought about the words coming out of my mouth.

“It’s just... this is supposed to be a charity gala. For a nonprofit, and yet, there’s jumbo shrimp, and caviar, and a champagne fountain, and all this opulence... I don’t know, it just kind of seems incongruous to me.”

He laughed, and nodded as if he somewhat agreed.

“I certainly understand your point of view, and feel that it has a lot of merit. However, charity is like a for-profit business in one aspect—you have to spend money to make money. I guarantee you the food and champagne and all of it are a necessary hook to get the big fish to show up. They don’t just pay for the plates—they usually open up their checkbook rather generously.”

His lips drew into a line, and I knew he was thinking of asking something that might offend me.

“What is it?” I prompted.

“I was just wondering why you don’t like the food here?”

“It’s not the food. It’s the, ah, the ambiance, I guess.” I shrugged. “I don’t like huge crowds, and I guess I’m afraid of embarrassing myself by using the wrong fork or something like that.”

My phone dinged with an incoming message.

“I’m sorry, I have to take this,” I said.

“Is it your boyfriend?” he asked.

“It’s my dad,” I said with a nose wrinkle and a snicker.

Buttercup—going to be tied up with clients all night long. Can you find your own way home?

I smirked because I’d expected this exactly to happen.

sure dad

“Is something wrong?”

I glanced up at Sam and smiled.

“Oh, no, nothing’s wrong. Just my dad doing the networking thing. I don’t think he ever stops working.”

Sam nodded, and then he crushed the long-cold cigar in a nearby ashtray.

“Ruby,” he said, making my name sound like something wonderful. “Would you like to get out of here? I can think of a place where we can dine, and the ambiance is much better.”

Was he asking me on a date? It sure sounded like it. I felt flattered that this older guy was into me, and yet I was afraid as well. I was worried I would do or say something immature and turn him off.

“Sure,” I said at length, because trepidations aside I was not going to turn him down.

He gestured toward the terrace exit, and I preceded him. His hand rested on my bare back for a moment, gently guiding me. I felt myself break out in goosebumps just from his touch.

When we hit the street, the breeze stirred my hair. I turned to him as traffic eked by us. Several limos were parked outside the hotel, the biggest of which was bright ivory with gold highlights.

“So,” I said. “Do you want to take a cab and split the fare? Or is this place you have in mind close enough to walk?”

“Hmm. I think maybe we should just take my limo. It might make my driver feel a little awkward if I take another way home.”

I started.

“Your limo?”

“Yes, it’s the white one over here.”

He again put his hand on my back and guided me along. I tried not to say something stupid about his obvious wealth, but I couldn’t help it.

“Nice. Is this a rental?”

“Oh no, I never rent. I like to... take my time, and enjoy things.”

His eyes burned with so much desire I felt my skin flush red hot. I had to turn my gaze away as I got into the limo. He held my hand for support, and gave it a little squeeze as he slid in behind me.

As soon as I settled in my seat, he sat down next to me—as in right next to me, his hip pressed into my own. One of his big, long arms went along the back of the seat... meaning he touched me again.

A pleasant tingle ran through my body at his touch. We talked on the way, but I don’t remember much of what we said. I kept thinking how cool it was that some super wealthy tycoon was crushing on little old me, just recently graduated from high school and without a clear idea of her future.

The limo stopped outside a massive skyscraper in downtown Manhattan. I looked up and frowned, because I sure didn’t see any restaurants around.

“Is there a restaurant in there?” I asked.

“Not really.”

“Then what are we going to eat?”

He cocked an eyebrow.

“I asked my personal chefs to prepare a repast. Do you like sashimi?”

I perked up right away.

“Only on days that end in y! My dad only goes with me so he can drink the sake.”

He escorted me inside the building. It looked to be mostly empty, though there was a security guard who buzzed us in.

The security guard straightened up as we passed him by.

“Good evening, Mr. Denning.”

“Good evening, James.”

We got into an elevator with metal walls so finely polished they gleamed our reflections back like a mirror. It became obvious how much taller he was than me.

“Jeez, you’re like a horse,” I said, looking up at him.

“That’s just a rumor,” he replied smoothly.

My cheeks burned again, and I knew that I’d stepped right into it.

“Oh my God, not what I meant.”

“I know. I’m just teasing. It might sound weird, but I always forget that I’m tall until someone mentions it.”

“Well, that makes sense. I guess you see yourself as normal sized and everyone else is just short, huh?”

“Not everyone else. I was on a first class flight with Shaq once. I felt like a child.”

We reached the top, as in the very top. He had a rooftop terrace of his own, and it had been set with an elegant Japanese style meal. Several servers stood in attendance and I couldn’t help but feel bad for these people to be dragged out of their beds in the middle of the night so that two of us could have a snack or two.

“Sake?” he asked, offering me a ceramic urn.

“Um, no,” I said. “I’m not actually old enough.”

He glanced at me with disbelief in his eyes.

“Wait a minute, how old are you?”

“I’m eighteen, soon to be nineteen, so relax.”

He did, and then shook his head in amazement.

“You’re so much more mature and intelligent than most people your age.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It was meant as one.”

The company was nearly as wonderful as the food, as in it was delicious—smoked salmon and yellow fin tuna and fugu, which I’d never had before. However, I don’t recall actually putting anything in my mouth and chewing it up. It’s almost like it happened to someone else.

My senses were, in fact, focused upon my dinner date. Eventually, he quietly dismissed the servers, leaving us alone on the rooftop.

“Would you like a cup of coffee?” he asked. “Or an espresso? Cappuccino? I have a Swedish machine I never get to use because I never have company up here.”

“Um, sure.”Sam led the way inside into a lounge area. There was a big screen television, and I do mean big, one of those fancy ones where the screen curves toward you. Every video game console known to man was hooked up to that tv, but I got the feeling they were hardly ever played.

The short, highly polished bar had more stock than a lot of full size restaurants. I was floored by the amount of opulence he surrounded himself with.

He guided me to the L shaped leather-bound sofa. Once again he sat down right next to me. My hand wound up on top of his thigh. It just kind of got there on its own, but once I realized it, I didn’t move.

His arm slipped around my shoulder, fingers curling around my deltoid. He pulled me in snug, and his eyes positively smoldered.

“Ruby,” he whispered softly. “You’re a very beautiful woman with a keen intellect. I’ll admit, I’m smitten with you. I don’t normally bring anyone here.”

I believed him, though something told me I had no proof he was telling the truth. I just sort of felt the truth in his words, as weird as that sounds.

“Thank you,” I said, not sure what else I was supposed to do. “Listen, I’ve never—”

He kissed me, lips softly pressing against my own. Sam pulled away slightly, his eyes glowing with desire.

“How was that?” he asked softly, his hand caressing my cheek.

“Good,” I said between pants. All of a sudden it felt like it was a hundred degrees in there. Our eyes met, and then he kissed me again. This time I kissed him back, moaning softly at the sensations he stirred within me.

Sam deepened the kiss, slipping his tongue inside of my mouth. I felt my pulse rocket up to a million beats per minute. He pulled me more fully into him, pressing my chest up against his own. Sam’s hand slid down to my lower back, pinky just touching the slope of my bottom. His fingertip rested at the top of the groove, close to a taboo touch, but not quite.

My hands were on his chest, kneading like a cat. He really was an athlete under that suit. His every touch was like fire. While our make out intensified, I felt his hand slide down and firmly grab my ass.

I gasped, panting as our lips parted for a moment. Our eyes met as he explored my pliant, supple flesh. I adored the fact he loved touching me so much.

Another hand wound up between my legs, palm pressed against my inner thigh. His palm felt good as it slid upward. His fingers brushed the outside of my panties, and I threw my head back with a sudden, sharp gasp.

A throbbing pulse of pleasure shot through me, the epicenter between my legs. His fingers busied themselves with nimble, sensual explorations. I let out a sharp cry when he hooked his fingers through the thin, satin fabric and then tugged on my panties. The soft garment flossed my nether lips in the most pleasant way imaginable.

Everything he did seemed designed to make me feel good. His lips were on my neck, and my eyes squeezed shut as my fingers caressed the soft hair on the back of his head.

Sam pulled me onto his lap. I reared up on my haunches, tugging my panties aside so I could lower myself down onto his big, hard erection.

“Oh God, this is crazy,” I gasped as the head of his member pushed against my entrance. “I don’t... I don’t normally...”

I sighed as I settled on his lap. His cock curved up inside of me, nestling deep.

“I’m very happy to have made your discerning cut,” he growled in a husky whisper. Sam put his hands on my hips, guiding me, showing me how he wanted me to move. I wasn’t exactly a virgin at that point, but I was keenly aware of the dearth of experience between us.

It worked out fine. Sam didn’t make me feel insecure for my lack of expertise. In fact, he made me feel like I was being taken care of, like a princess. Or a goddess.

Our bodies reared together, voices raised in mutual chorus of our shared passion. I arched my back, nails digging into his shoulders as I rode his cock. I gasped, throwing my arms around his body and clinging tight as he came inside of me.

We made love for what felt like hours. The moon climbed high in the sky before we lay in each other’s arms, exhausted but happy. That previous sexual experience I mentioned? None of it involved actually sleeping with the guy afterward. I never felt safe enough to do that.

For the first time in longer than I could remember, someone made me feel safe enough to drift off in their arms. I may have enjoyed that aspect almost as much as the sex.

But not quite.
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Ruby 

I awakened with the soft, red gold light of the morning sun splashing over my face. A smile stretched my lips as I recalled the incredible night I’d had. My eyes fluttered open, and the first thing I spotted was a red rose sitting on the pillow beside me.

I sat up in bed, a warm, tickling feeling rippling through my chest at the sight of the rose. The covers fell off down to my waist as I took the stem in my hand, careful of the thorns. I brought the bloom to my nose and inhaled deeply. Fresh and sweet as could be, and I’d never seen a more perfect rose. I was half convinced it had been grown, solitary, in a lab just for me.

I didn’t see Sam anywhere in the bedroom, though. My first instinct was to check the nearby door leading to the en suite, but it stood open, the dark interior indicating no one was in there as of yet.

I rose from the bed and stretched languidly. My body was sore in all the right ways. I started to reach for my clothes, hung neatly on the back of a straight-backed, ebony chair, but then a mischievous impulse struck me and I left the bedroom naked instead.

I stepped out into the lounge area, wary of the glass wall separating it from the hall. To my immense relief, an opaque curtain had been drawn over it, giving us a measure of privacy. I doubted anyone would be in the office that early on a weekend anyway, but you never knew.

I searched for Sam, but he wasn’t in the lounge, either. I headed into an adjacent room and found myself in a well-stocked home gym. The equipment had wear on the handles, so I knew he used it. Hell, I knew Sam used it just by looking at his chiseled physique.

And speaking of chiseled physiques... I found Sam at last, standing on an outside terrace wearing only a pair of tight silk underwear. I marveled at his body, even more impressive in broad daylight. He had a swimmer’s physique with a bit more meat on the torso, particularly his shoulders.

I took a moment to appreciate the lines of fine muscle on his legs as well as I approached the terrace door. As I neared it, I started picking up what he was saying through the glass.

No, not saying. Shouting. He was yelling at someone on the phone, and boy, did he sound pissed.

“I don’t want to hear your excuses.” His voice had a hard edge that not even the thick glass could mellow or muffle. “It is your job to audit the accounts.”

The person on the other line said something, because he fell silent for a time.

“No, I had no idea that my business partner was stealing from me either,” Sam snapped, startling me. “But if you did your job we would have found out way sooner.”

More silence, and I saw the tension draw across his shoulders in a tight line.

“I don’t want to listen to your pathetic excuses anymore, I will deal with you later. Find him. I want to look into the eyes of the man who was my closest associate for five years, who was my friend, and who betrayed us by stealing from me. Find him now!”

I decided I didn’t need to pry any longer. Watching Sam get so angry was a bit on the scary side. But... I had to admit, seeing him acting so dominant, so absolutely secure in his power, was kind of a big turn on.

My mind sang with everything about Sam. His presence, his good looks, his intelligence, but most of all, the way he really seemed to listen to and appreciate me. When everyone else at the gala was making me feel like a little kid, Sam was making me feel like a woman.

And I was a woman. I felt as if I’d crossed a threshold. Maybe it was just a quick hookup in reality, but in my mind I saw Sam and me having legs and then some. I thought we could make a serious go of it. I wasn’t exactly picking out a wedding dress yet... but I had already begun to imagine a future where Sam and I were together.

In the lounge area, I found my phone, about
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