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By Private Invitation

Some invitations don’t need to be sent … only accepted.

Antiques dealer Annabelle Elder’s life is nowhere near as passionate as the erotic art she collects. Intending to explore her desires at a decadent New Year’s Eve party, she finds unexpected passion in the arms of Jared Golden …

Handsome, rich and charming, Jared has created an anything-goes pleasure palace at the Haven Hotel, catering to every special wish. Seducing Annabelle was easy, yet being seduced in turn was unanticipated …

But in exploring their sensual fantasies, Jared and Annabelle are caught in a web of painful secrets and troubled pasts. And to face the truth they must trust in the power of true love …
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“Jesus, I really hope I don’t get arrested for indecent exposure. Could you have made my neckline any lower, Kate?”

Staring into the mirrored doors as they waited for the elevator in Haven Hotel, Annabelle Elder barely recognized herself. If not for the pale green eyes and the auburn hair, she wouldn’t have.

The woman in the reflection looked freaking amazing with her overflowing breasts and miles of leg. But she didn’t look like any version of the Annabelle she thought she knew.

“Of course I could have,” Kate Song huffed. “But then you would have been arrested. Stop fussing. You look fine, Annabelle.”

Kate reached out to fluff Annabelle’s skirt for the hundredth time, exposing more thigh than Beyoncé on Grammy night.

“Enough already.” Annabelle swatted at Kate’s hands. “I barely recognize myself as it is.”

“Well, that was the point, wasn’t it? A new you.”

Annabelle pulled a face at her best friend. Yes, yes. She’d said that, but—

“Hey!” She yelped and grabbed her skirt as Kate pulled it higher on her thighs. “Do you want me to get arrested for soliciting? Gary the Asshole would love to see me locked away.”

“Oh, please.” Kate sighed loudly but stepped back, moving her straight black hair off her shoulders. “That jerk deserved whatever you threw at him.” She paused and Annabelle glanced up to see Kate’s grin. “Including his file cabinet.”

Annabelle’s nose wrinkled. “Too bad it only grazed his shoulder, the ass.”

She wished she’d taken the two-timing jerk’s head off with the thing. Or aimed a little lower and caught his dangling bits. Little itty-bitty bits that’d been on full display three weeks ago when she’d caught the bastard with his head between his secretary’s legs.

Kate snapped the elasticized hem of Annabelle’s off-the-shoulder sleeve, pain zinging up her arm.

“Ow!” She turned to Kate with a frown. “What was that for?”

“That jerk’s not worth one more second of your time.” Kate flicked her on the shoulder for good measure. “Except to thank him for busting you out of a rut. Think of tonight as your coming-out party.”

Annabelle tried to take a deep, calming breath but could barely manage against the tight lacing. “I’ll be coming out of this dress if I breathe too deeply.”

The matching silk-and-satin fairy costumes created by Kate were masterpieces. But where Kate’s blue bodice had a demure little dip in the front, Annabelle’s green one angled down nearly to her belly button. Kate’s short, filmy skirt hit just above her knee. Annabelle’s barely made it to mid-thigh. She was afraid to look at her rear view again. The skirt was a little longer in back so she wasn’t showing off her ass, left naked by a green satin thong, but still …

“Thank God for big-busted pop singers and all those rappers who love big-ass girls,” Annabelle said with a sigh.

“Oh, please.” Kate snorted. “You’ve got a great figure.”

Yeah, if she was one of the women in her Victorian erotic art collection. She loved those paintings, not only for their unabashed sexuality but because those women weren’t skinny little girls with no tits or ass. Both of which she had in abundance.

Not that she’d ever flashed so much of it. Her friends and neighbors in Adamstown would be scandalized if they saw her now. They only knew quiet, sedate Annabelle who’d been so damn busy keeping her business afloat for the past year. Poor, stupid Annabelle who should’ve dumped Gary the Asshole long ago.

At least she no longer resembled that girl. Rita Shumacher had quivered with joy from her platinum beehive to her open-toed Manolo knockoffs when Annabelle had told her to cut off her waist-length braid. Then the sixty-something hairdresser had worked her magic and tamed the remaining unruly mass into sleek curls that just brushed her shoulders.

Now Annabelle looked sexy. Confident. Ready to find a man to share her bed and her fantasies for the night before reality returned Monday morning.

Kate yanked on the laces on the back of her dress, making Annabelle squeak.

“I know what you’re thinking and you can stop right now,” Kate said. “No business tonight.”

Annabelle sighed. “I know, but don’t you dare.”

Kate gave an eye-roll worthy of a teenager as her hand froze midway to Annabelle’s hem.

“You know,” Kate said, a distinct challenge in her tone, “if you want to chicken out, we don’t have to go to the party. I’m only here to keep you company. I don’t need a man. I already have a fiancé.”

The two tickets for the New Year’s Eve Masquerade at Haven Hotel in Philadelphia had cost a small fortune. More than Annabelle ever would’ve considered spending for any party.

She’d seen the ad boasting gourmet food, fine champagne, live music, and a night to remember in a piece of newspaper wrapping an antique vase months ago. She’d thought that it sounded like fun, but dismissed it because Gary would never agree to go, the cheapskate. After she’d dumped him, she’d called for tickets.

The bell dinged and the elevator doors opened, whisking away her reflection as they stepped into the empty cage for the ride to the lobby.

Annabelle squared her shoulders. “We’re going. And I will have fun tonight. It’s been too long since I had a good time. No one knows me here. I can flirt with a gorgeous guy, dance all night. Maybe even get laid.” She looked down at Kate. “Do you know how long it’s been since I had good sex?”

Her best friend since college, Kate had her Korean father’s dark eyes and his sleek, straight hair. The rest of her was pure Italian from her late mother. The combination gave her an exotic beauty that always made Annabelle feel like a limp dishrag next to her.

If they hadn’t been best friends since their freshman year at Gettysburg College, Annabelle would try to hate her. But Kate was too nice to hate. Even with her sharp tongue, occasional foul mood, and inexplicable taste in fiancés.

“Unfortunately, yes,” Kate said. “I know how long you went out with Gary.”

“Well, I’m sick of being plain, pathetic Annabelle. Tonight, I’m going to be fun, flirty Annabelle.”

At least, I’m going to try.

The door opened again, depositing them in the sinfully elegant lobby of Haven Hotel, and Annabelle touched the antique pin on her bodice for luck. The six-carat, teardrop-shaped orange citrine glowed as if lit from within.

Her grandfather had given it to her a decade ago. After her world had collapsed.

“No second thoughts.” Annabelle nodded. “It’s a new year.”

“Good for you.” Kate smacked her on the rear, making Annabelle laugh as they stepped out of the elevator. “Now get out there and get laid.”

* *

Jared Golden loved beautiful women, cold champagne, and the hum of a well-run party.

Not always in that order.

Tonight, it was the reverse.

From his vantage point at the Italian marble bar in the second-floor ballroom, he surveyed Haven Hotel’s annual New Year’s Eve Masquerade.

Excited laughter filled the air, along with good music, the mouth-watering aroma of gourmet food, and dry-mouthed sensuality. Beneath it all, he heard a satisfied hum.

Jared loved that hum. It gave him a measure of satisfaction comparable only to the buzz from good champagne. Or great sex.

After five years in the hotel business, he and his brother, Tyler, had done exactly what they’d set out to do. They’d created a hedonist’s playground.

From the swanky Frank’s Bar and Asian fusion restaurant Dome on the first floor to the fourth-floor, invitation-only Salon. From the fantasy suites that were booked solid all year to the Indulgence Spa on the third floor.

Haven was a place to have fun, let loose, give in to your fantasies. The ultimate adult playground.

Nothing at all like the stuffy grandeur of his father’s hotels.

“Jared, love, dance with me.”

He turned, smile already in place for the luscious blonde dressed in a slinky red gown reminiscent of a Golden Age starlet. “Sorry, Jane. I’m on duty tonight.”

Jane Collins pouted her collagen-enhanced lips. “I can’t believe how much of a bore you can be when you’re having so much fun.”

Jared took a sip of champagne to stifle a laugh. Weird but true. “I’m sure there’re more than enough single men here to amuse you.”

Trailing blood-red fingernails down the front of his shirt, the twice-divorced boutique owner sighed theatrically. “Of course. But I wanted to play with you tonight.”

Jared swallowed a sharp-edged retort. His grandmother had instilled too many manners for him to deliberately brush off a lady. But tonight he refused to be tied down. Tonight was for mingling and dancing and, later, even more pleasurable activities.

It was not for dancing to Jane’s tired tune all night. Been there, done that, smacked that ass, he thought. Thank God he’d been smart enough not to invite her to the Salon later.

“As much fun as that sounds”—Jared injected just the right amount of regret into his tone—“I do have a job.”

Luckily, after another unsuccessful minute trying to garner his undivided attention, Jane spotted another eligible bachelor, this one a lawyer, and glided off in his direction.

Allowing Jared to return his full attention to the only mistress he’d never tire of—the hotel.

New people in and out every day. Challenges to overcome. Problems to solve.

Parties to plan. Jared lived for a good party.

This one was off to a good start. But it was the invitation-only event scheduled for later tonight that put a true smile on his lips.

Last year’s first Salon Games had been a carefully guarded secret. He’d chosen each of the ten participants personally, laid out the rules explicitly, then let it happen.

Everyone had left the next afternoon with a smile. And not one word of it had leaked. Amazing, considering the nature of the games.

But then, those who’d been there had wanted to be invited back.

Looking out over the ballroom, he picked out several of the guests invited to the Salon tonight. A few caught his eye, nodded, then went back to what they were doing. Men and women Jared had known for years, some for most of his life. People who shared the same interests.

People he trusted and who trusted him. There weren’t many he counted in that category.

As his gaze continued around the large room, he saw two new arrivals approach the arched entrance of the ballroom. Two women.

He watched as the maître d’ greeted them and showed them to a table close to the dance floor.

As host for the evening, Jared felt compelled to greet everyone at the party. He started toward the women’s table, speaking briefly to a few people along the way but never losing sight of his original target.

When he reached their table, he waited until they looked up at him before bowing his head.

“Ladies, welcome to Haven. My name is Jared. I hope your table’s satisfactory?”

Pale green and midnight black gazes locked onto him from behind feathered masks. Dressed in fairy costumes, complete with wings, the women had natural beauty that couldn’t be bought at a plastic surgeon’s office.

The brunette in blue was sleek and slim, delicate. Her exotically shaped eyes hinted at an Asian heritage, her mouth a wide bow.

But the redhead … Damn. Her green eyes flashed and held on his, wide and inquisitive, her hair a rich autumn red that fell in curls around her shoulders.

She stared at him for a moment, assessing. Then her smile broke free, a beautiful sight on full lips he’d bet had never been artificially enhanced.

“Thank you,” she said. “It seems the party’s in full swing. We were a little late arriving.”

Jared’s smile widened. “Well, I’m certainly glad you made it. Is this your first time at Haven? I believe I’d remember such beautiful women.”

“Yes, it’s our first time,” the blue fairy answered. “We’re just here for the night.”

“Then I hope you enjoy your evening,” Jared said. “And I’d appreciate if you would each save me a dance tonight.”

When he turned to the redhead, her smile had turned downright sultry. And his body tightened as if she’d stroked a hand over his cock.

“I’d like that dance.” Her voice held no trace of guile, no simpering fakery.

Jared’s heart started a slow, familiar rhythm as he held her gaze. Her smile widened as he straightened.

He liked that smile. It was sexy but uncomplicated. Completely natural.

So unlike the women he typically dated.

As he nodded again, ready to leave, a glint of color caught his eye and his gaze dropped past spectacular breasts to the pin at the bottom of the vee on her dress. The pin looked familiar somehow, pinged something in his brain, some memory. He’d ask about it. Later.

“I’ll be back to collect.” Jared signaled a waitress to their table and headed back to the door, trying to shake off the feeling he’d missed something.

“Jared, honey, this is a lovely party.”

Beatrice Golden sat on a barstool, a Manhattan in one hand, a delicate silk fan in the other. The fan matched the authentic Japanese kimono she wore.

“Hello, Nana. I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

His seventy-five-year-old grandmother put her deceptively frail hand on his sleeve, bringing him closer. “The young woman you were just talking to, is she your date?”

He smiled ruefully. “No date, Nana. Not tonight. I’m working. Besides, there are too many beautiful women in the world to tie myself to just one.”

Beatrice tsked and rapped his arm with her fan, her short gray hair swaying around her still-youthful features. “You are going to live to eat those words. I’ve had to give up on Tyler. For the moment. But I plan to see you fall. And soon. Then we’ll see who has the last laugh.” She sighed. “I just wish I had the pin or the ring to give you. The legend—”

“Nana,” he cut her off gently. “You’re going to live forever.” At six-two, Jared had to bend to kiss his tiny grandmother’s wrinkled cheek. “And the legend is just that, a story—”

“No, it’s not.” Beatrice’s voice held firm. “Since those jewels were stolen, our family has had horrible luck in love. Your parents have had such a rough time.” She sighed, shaking her head. “And Tyler’s fiancée. Her death was such a tragedy.”

“You’re right, Nana,” Jared soothed. “Mia’s death was a tragedy.” As is my parents’ marriage. “But believe me, when the right woman shows up, I’ll know it.”

He felt a twinge of guilt at the outright lie. He didn’t believe in soul mates, much less everlasting love, but the smile on his grandmother’s face was worth the white lie. “But I won’t find her because some piece of rock tells me. Besides, I like my life as it is, uncomplicated by fairy tales of true love.”

His grandmother sighed. “I just want you and your brother to be happy.”

Jared hated to see his normally vibrant grandmother so defeated, especially at a party. “We are happy. Look at everything we’ve accomplished.” He waved a hand around the room. “Tyler and I put Philadelphia on every pleasure-seeker’s map with Haven. The spa is world-famous, the restaurant is five-star, and you know we give the best parties.”

And what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

Her lips curved in a small smile.

“Come on, Nana,” he cajoled. “I’m only twenty-nine. I’ve got plenty of time to find the right woman and get chained for life.” He suppressed a slight shudder. “When I meet her, I’ll know.”

That made her expression brighten. “Yes, Jared. You will. Your fall from love god to love slave will make my day. Go on, now.” She waved a hand laced with blue veins at him then reached for her drink. “I know you’re busy. I’m going to sit here and soak in the sights. Just be open to possibilities, sweetheart.”

If she only knew … “I live for possibilities, Nana.”

Over his grandmother’s head, he nodded to the bartender, who nodded back. Fred Carvell, a retired, twenty-year police veteran, wouldn’t let anyone hassle Beatrice. She’d refused his earlier offer of a table, saying she liked the constant ebb and flow of atmosphere at the bar.

He had a lot in common with his grandmother.

“Yes, you certainly do.” Beatrice patted him on the arm, and he was sure she’d read his mind rather than replied to his last statement. “I’ll see you later, dear.”

“I’ll be back. Don’t go dancing with any strange men.”

He swept into a low bow that never failed to make her laugh, then meandered through the crowd, stopping to greet a few friends before he made his way to the guest register, stopping next to his brother.

“Hey, Jed.” Tyler didn’t look up. “How’s Nana?”

“She’s fine. She’s enjoying the party.” Jared threw a mocking glance at his brother. “Are you going to glue yourself to this spot for the rest of the night or are you going to try to have a good time?”

Tyler actually deigned to look at him for a brief second, and Jared saw a glimmer of humor in his eyes. “I plan to make the rounds in a few minutes. We’re still waiting for a few stragglers.”

“You know we actually pay people to man this station, right?”

Tyler gave him his big-brother look, designed to intimidate. At one time, that look would’ve pissed off Jared. Now, Jared was merely unimpressed. He waited, one eyebrow raised.

Tyler returned his gaze to the touchscreen set into the stand. “I’m waiting for Mom and Dad. I figured one of us should actually show some decent manners and invite them.”

Every muscle in Jared’s body tightened. “God damn it. Why the hell did you invite him? Mom, sure, but that bas—”

“Be a big boy and try to behave.”

Jared gritted his teeth even as he smiled at an arriving couple. “I thought we agreed. The old man tried to run our lives for too long. We don’t need him. We didn’t need his money to build this hotel and we certainly don’t need his phony attempts to bond, now that we’re grown.”

Tyler shook his head, another wry smile on his lips. “You know, you’re a lot like him. Now, don’t get all ticked off.” Tyler raised his hands as if to ward off a blow, which made him look idiotic because he stood six-three and was still built like the linebacker he’d been in high school. “But you are. You’re both stubborn to the core and too intelligent for your own good. Be an adult for two hours tonight and let the old man believe you’re happy to see him for a change. At least pretend and make our mother happy.”

Jared grimaced at the thought of playing nice with his father but, even though he hated to admit it, Tyler had a point. It would make his mother happy. And she needed all the happiness she could get.

Still, he didn’t have to make it easy for his father.

“Fine. I’ll be nice to Mom and Dad tonight if you ask one woman to dance with you.”

Tyler laughed, but it had a hollow sound to it. “Sure, why not. But I get to pick her, and you have to dance with Mom.”

Jared smiled. “Agreed.” He knew he’d gotten the easier end of the bargain. Tyler hadn’t come close to a woman since his fiancée’s death from cancer eighteen months ago.

“Enjoy yourself tonight, Ty. It’s the start of a new year. Maybe this will be the year Nana’s dream comes true and she can marry off one of us. Not me, of course. But maybe I’ll get lucky tonight.”

“What? With the brunette you seated a few minutes ago?”

Jared’s gaze locked onto his brother, whose attention appeared to be glued to the screen. He wasn’t buying the act.

“Actually, I don’t have my eye on the brunette. Why don’t you ask her to dance? You could fulfill your part of the bargain.”

Tyler grinned and looked out at the lobby. “Yeah. And so can you.” He nodded toward the entrance.

“Hello, Tyler. Jared.” Glen Golden strode toward them, a hearty smile on his still-handsome face, his white hair gleaming. “How are you both tonight?”

Their mother, Helena, walked beside him, her slim hand tucked into her husband’s elbow.

To the world, they looked like the perfect couple. His mother’s ash-blonde hair was perfectly styled, her evening gown a designer original. His father’s tuxedo was Italian and handmade and the lines around his blue eyes only added to his air of stately appeal.

But Jared knew it was all a farce.

Suppressing a groan, Jared forced a smile to welcome his parents, sliding one more glance at his green fairy.

It was still early.


Two
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“Did you see that man’s smile?”

Annabelle couldn’t help but stare at Jared as he spoke to an older couple by the entrance. “He has a body to rival a Michelangelo. And that face. I’ve never seen anything so perfect.”

Handsome didn’t come close. He looked like a young Paul Newman, with lean, chiseled features, wavy blond hair cut short to control the curl, and blue eyes that looked like reflections of a fall sky.

She sighed. “Too bad he was just being polite. Probably has women falling all over him. What would he want—Ouch! Hey, you kicked me.” She bent down to rub at her ankle, then glared at Kate.

“I’ll do a lot more than that if you don’t stop putting yourself down.” Kate huffed. “Didn’t you get a good look at your reflection before we left? I specifically made that dress to enhance your attributes. And the man definitely noticed. Of course he wants you. You’re beautiful. The goons in college never looked beyond the glasses and the braid.” Kate’s nose wrinkled. “Of course, that braid was kind of goofy.”

Annabelle tried to look indignant, but thinking about college still made her cringe. “Okay, so I looked like Princess Leia on a bad-hair day. All I wanted was to get my degree and get out. Guys were a distraction I couldn’t afford.”

Her granddad had first suggested college overseas, where she might not be so easily recognized. But she’d insisted on Gettysburg because the program had what she wanted. And she’d be close to him.

Besides, she’d grown and her appearance had changed so much in the three years since the pictures the tabloid scum had taken of her, no one at college would make the connection between Graceanna Belle O’Malley and Annabelle Elder. No one could make her life a living hell by exposing her secrets.

A waitress interrupted Annabelle’s thoughts by placing two glasses and an ice bucket with a bottle of champagne on their table. After making sure they didn’t need anything else, she left.

Annabelle took a sip of the champagne, rubbing her nose at the unaccustomed bubbles. She’d traveled all over England and Europe, bits of Africa and the Far East, but until tonight, she’d never imbibed to excess, never flirted with a gorgeous man, and never … jumped off a cliff.

She sighed. Well, she was going to fix at least two of those. “Tonight, I’m going to live a little.”

Near the end of his life, her granddad had harped on her lack of extracurricular activities.

“Get a life, Annie, my belle,” he’d bellow at her. “You can’t spend your days wasting away in this musty shop. Go out, find a man, live a little.”

Bill Elder had died suddenly a year ago, in his sleep, exactly the way he’d wanted to go. He’d lived life to the fullest and one day he was just gone—leaving her orphaned for the second time in her life.

Which probably explained the ill-advised affair with Gary. Damn, if only she’d figured that out five months ago. Would’ve saved her that scene in his office when she’d tossed the filing cabinet at him.

She hadn’t meant to hit him. Not really. She’d only meant to express her displeasure. Except her aim had been a little better than she’d expected. Years of manhandling antique furniture in the shop had given her strong arms.

The metal box had sailed through the air and the edge had glanced off Gary’s narrow shoulder, knocking him to the ground. His eyes wide, he’d scrambled away on the floor, like a crab. The wuss.

His secretary had calmly pulled down her dress, patted him on the head like the dog he was, and walked right past Annabelle.

“Nice throw, Annie,” Carla had drawled as she slinked out the door.

Annabelle had wished she could make as elegant an exit but she’d worked up a good mad by then. That bastard had never gone down on her like that. He’d claimed not to like it.

But there he’d been, with his head between Carla’s thighs. Acting like he loved it. Hell, he hadn’t even looked like that when they’d had sex. It’d been more like porn sex—lots of noise and motion but no substance.

She should’ve known the bastard was cheating on her but she’d been so busy with the shop and … Okay, if she were truthful, she’d admit she just hadn’t cared enough to wonder why he’d break off dates on short notice with lame excuses.

“Would you like to dance?”

Annabelle blinked out of her thoughts to see a blond man dressed as a pregnant nun standing by their table, smiling at her. He had a drink in one hand and a whip in the other, handsome in a bland, vanilla-milkshake sort of way. Not that vanilla milkshakes were bad. Until now, they’d been her favorite. But that was before. Tonight, she’d decided it would be banana splits all the way.

Jared appeared behind the nun, towering over him. “Sorry, Bill, but the green fairy promised this one to me.”

Her gaze met Jared’s, and lust drenched her from head to toe at the sensuality smoldering in his eyes.

No one had ever looked at her like that.

When he extended his hand, she took it without a second thought.

Vaguely, she heard Kate turn down the nun as Jared drew her onto the dance floor. Then a slow, dreamy jazz standard shut out the rest of the noise of the large crowd.

“I didn’t mean to be rude.” Jared’s warm whisper caressed her ear as he eased her against his lean body. “But I couldn’t stand the thought of you in another man’s arms. I hope you can forgive me.”

A laugh escaped her before she could catch it. “That’s a wonderful line. Did you make it up on the spot or have you used that one before?”

Jared blinked, just once, as Annabelle bit back a groan. She couldn’t believe she’d said that. She’d been raised to speak her mind but that … She definitely was no good at flirting, and she was too long out of the loop.

Jared’s face split in a huge grin. “Actually, I just made it up. But you’re right. It’s a line. It also happens to be true.”

She took a deep breath, thankful he hadn’t abandoned her on the dance floor. “I can’t believe I actually said that. Please let me add that I’m glad you asked. I’d hoped to see you again.”

Jared’s fingers tightened around hers. “And why wouldn’t I ask? You’re the most beautiful woman here.”

She laughed again, unable to help herself. She knew it was another line, but really, what did it hurt? She was determined to have a good time tonight and Jared seemed determined to give her one. “And you are the most proficient dancer I’ve ever had the pleasure of partnering. Did you take lessons?”

“No, my grandmother taught me.” He held her a little closer, the warm material of his pants leg brushing against the inside of her bare thigh, making her want to clasp both thighs around it. “She believed any young man who could dance had a leg up on the riffraff who never took the time to learn.”

“Your grandmother sounds like a great lady.”

Jared winked at her. “She’s one of a kind. So, I didn’t get your name earlier.”

“It’s … Belle.” She didn’t want to lie, nor did she want to reveal more just yet. This was a night for fantasy, after all. “What do you do at the hotel, Jared?”

“I facilitate various activities, like tonight’s party. And you?”

“I’m an antiques dealer.”

“Really.” His brows raised in interest. “What kind?”

“My shop specializes in early American and European furniture but my true passion is art.”

“Is the pin one of your finds?”

Mesmerized by his voice and those blue eyes, his question puzzled her for a moment, until she followed his gaze down to the pin on her dress.

“Oh, no. Not mine. My grandfather acquired it several years ago. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Granddad couldn’t believe it was mixed in with a load of costume jewelry. The large stone is an orange citrine. The smaller ones are diamonds and sapphires. The intricacy of the metalwork shows a fine hand, we think European. I’ve occasionally tried to discover its maker but I haven’t been able to so far.”

Jared tried not to stare but couldn’t help himself. It seemed like such a far-fetched idea but he couldn’t ignore the voice in his head telling him this was one of Aphrodite’s Tears, part of the set his grandmother had mentioned earlier. The pin and matching ring had been stolen so many years ago, he’d never seen anything but pictures. Still, this pin fit the description exactly.

If it was … Holy shit. How much of a coincidence would that be?

“I’m sorry.” Annabelle’s voice broke into his thoughts. “I must be boring you talking shop.”

His gaze lifted to catch embarrassment staining what he could see of her cheeks beneath her mask. Her gaze slid away across the crowded dance floor.

“You’re not boring me. In fact”—he surprised her by spinning her in a tight circle before drawing her close again—“I find it fascinating. Tell me more.”

Belle’s eyes lit up as she smiled. Not a sexy smile, designed to seduce, but a grin of pleasure. She started talking about antiques, provenance and historical significance, words that held no meaning at the moment.

Her bright eyes held his attention. He would gladly drown in that green gaze. Typically, women attracted him first with their looks. He was a man, after all. But he bored easily if there was nothing but air behind the beauty.

This woman’s intelligence intensified her beauty.

And she could be wearing his grandmother’s pin.

No, it couldn’t be. His grandmother mentioning it earlier had just made him think it was. That’s all.

“So where is this shop of yours?” he asked when she paused.

Her gaze faltered for a second. He would have attributed it to the dance, but they weren’t doing more than a slow circle at the moment.

“Outside the city.” She shrugged. “It’s not huge but we—I do a decent business. I travel a lot. Granddad and I were never in the same place more than a few months when I was growing up. I traveled the world with an antiques dealer and a tutor with a doctorate in history. It was an unorthodox upbringing.”

He wondered what she meant by that. Unorthodox. “Sounds interesting.”

She smiled, but it was perfunctory, as if she’d shut down her emotions. “It was. Unfortunately, my grandfather died a year ago.” She shook her head and her smile began to warm. “I’m sorry, I’ve monopolized the conversation. Tell me about you. And”—her eyes widened as she realized they’d just danced through three songs nonstop—“I don’t want to get you in trouble with your boss. Do you need to get back to work?”

Jared quashed a smile, shooting a glance at the door to see if Tyler was sending lightning bolts his way. But his brother wasn’t at the entrance.

“Actually, my boss must’ve stepped out.” He spotted his parents, sitting at a table in the corner, but Tyler wasn’t with them either. “There really isn’t much to tell. I’ve been with the hotel since it opened. I enjoy my job and the people I work with. And it has its perks.”

He flashed her one of his most charming grins, and she laughed.

“I bet.” Her teeth sank into her lower lip, making him want to do the same. “You must meet a lot of people in a job like this.”

“Yes, I do. Though I’ve never met anyone like you.”

He didn’t realize how true that was until he said the words. He frowned at the thought, and Belle dropped her gaze. She took a deep breath, drawing his attention again to the pin.

Damn, what was he going to do about that? However, he knew exactly what he wanted to do with the woman.

“Sorry to interrupt.” Tyler clapped him on the shoulder, startling him and causing Belle to step out of his arms. They had danced to the opposite side of the room. “I need you at the door for a few minutes, Jed.” Tyler lowered his voice. “And you have to honor our agreement.”

With a raised eyebrow for Jared and a slight smile for Belle, Tyler moved away.

“I should get back to my friend, anyway.” Belle made a slight wave in the direction of her table. “Thank you for the dance.”

The fact that her flirtatious smile nearly made him go caveman and toss her over his shoulder threw him for a second, and he didn’t say anything until she started to move away.

“Wait.” He caught her upper arm gently, smoothing a thumb over her silky flesh. “I’d like to see you later.”

“I … I really shouldn’t have deserted my friend like that.” Consternation clouded her expression, but she paused. “When are you finished for the night?”

“Meet me at twelve thirty in the lobby, by the courtyard entrance. The garden is beautiful.”

Her smile brightened again. “I’d love to see it.”

She turned and walked away and he couldn’t tear his gaze from her.

Twelve thirty couldn’t come fast enough.

* *

“I don’t believe I recognized the woman you were dancing with. Should I?”

Jared waltzed his mother sedately around the dance floor, sliding glances when he could at Belle, irrational outrage swamping him when she smiled at another man standing by her table.

While he danced with his mother.

Amazingly, Mom had behaved herself so far. Smiling into her pale green eyes, he noted their clarity.

And breathed a silent sigh of relief.

“No, no one you know. So, how’s the Arts and Artists benefit ball coming along?” That should distract her for a while. Helena loved to talk about her projects, especially the yearly ball she helped chair for one of the local colleges.

Unfortunately, her sons held the top spots on her list of projects.

“Very well, actually.” She smiled, and guilt hit him in the gut at the thought that he could make his mom so happy with a simple question. “We’ve got the guest list worked out and we only need confirmation on the date from the college.”

Jared relaxed even more as his mother talked about her favorite charity. He didn’t want to discuss Belle. He was still trying to figure out what had happened between them.

They’d made an instant connection and she’d returned to her table looking somewhat dazed. That was good. However, the minute she’d sat down, some guy in a penguin suit—not a tuxedo, but an actual penguin outfit with flippers—started hitting on her.

His reaction had been immediate and completely unlike him. He’d been jealous.

Jared had a very long fuse. Only his father ever managed to infuriate him with his lies and overbearing arrogance. But right now, he would have gladly tossed the penguin out on his ridiculous flipper.

“So, I told the chaplain …”

As his mother continued, he nodded at all the appropriate places, trying to decide his next move with the lovely Belle. He didn’t want to wait until twelve thirty. He wanted to monopolize her entire evening.

But that wasn’t his style. He didn’t do exclusive. He refused to give any woman the false impression that he’d pledge his undying love for her. Or even commit to more than another date.

Tyler was right, though Jared would never admit it. Jared was a lot like his father. Neither of them had the gene that allowed them to love. Jared, at least, was honest. He’d never lied to a woman the way his father lied to his mother. Jared would never put a woman through what his father had put his mother through.

He tuned back in to Helena, still talking about her charity ball. She lived to volunteer, found the appreciation she craved there, which she never got enough of from her husband. Helena and Glen Golden were the only offspring of two very wealthy families. Their marriage had cemented their place in Philadelphia society. But Jared knew his mother would trade it all for her husband’s love, which he was incapable of.

Jared couldn’t understand why she allowed herself to be hurt like that.

When the song ended, he escorted her back to her table and exchanged civilities with his father, whose subdued responses were so unlike him Jared wondered if he’d gotten caught in one of his affairs again.

Old anger flared, but he submerged it under thoughts of one beautiful redhead and made his way back to Tyler at the entrance, flipping again through the guest book on the computer.

“I’ve held up my end, big brother.” Jared sent a brotherly elbow into Tyler’s side. Tyler didn’t flinch. “It’s your turn.”

“I already did my part.” Tyler tapped the screen. “I asked and got rejected.”

Rolling his eyes, Jared sighed. He should have known his brother would find a way out of his end of the bargain. The man had graduated top of his class at the Wharton School of Business. He hadn’t wanted to dance, so he’d found the one woman in the room who’d say no.

“You’re a coward.” Jared leveled the only truthfully disparaging remark he could at his brother.

One corner of Tyler’s mouth curled up. “Nah, I’m just smarter than you.”

In some ways, Jared agreed. Though he’d never admit it. “Who’d you ask?”

Tyler stiffened for a moment. “The blue fairy.”

Jared snorted. Yeah, that was what he’d figured. She hadn’t danced with a man all night, though several had asked. She’d only gotten on the floor with Belle for a few faster numbers.

Tyler shot him a hard look, his fingers stilling on the screen. “What was that for?”

“You are a coward,” he repeated. “I’m going to orphan that little blue fairy again. If you don’t want her to be hit on by another ten guys, why don’t you go keep her company? On second thought, don’t bother. She promised me a dance. I think I’ll go collect.”

His brother’s gaze narrowed on him. “It’s not gonna work, Jared.”

“No idea what you’re talking about.” Jared countered with a grin as he headed back to Belle’s table. It only took two strides for Tyler to catch up. Jared didn’t comment. He’d made his point.

The women’s conversation halted when they arrived. They both looked up at the same time and Jared caught his breath. Belle had finally removed her mask. He had an almost uncontrollable urge to take if from her so she couldn’t put it on again.

While she wasn’t conventionally beautiful—her features were a little too broad for that—she was pretty. The phrase “girl next door” fit her perfectly. Not at all his usual type.

Pale freckles splashed across her short, upturned nose, while high cheekbones defined her oval face. The costume fit perfectly. She looked like an Irish fairy just back from dancing under a full moon. Her cat-green eyes sparkled and her wide smile rocked him back on his heels.

He returned her smile and winked, introducing Tyler only by first name. Then he held out his hand to Belle.

“Will you dance with me again?”

She flashed a quick glance at her friend, who nodded before turning back to Jared.

“I’d love to.”

Jared didn’t know whether to thank Kate or his brother. He was pretty sure if Belle would’ve had to leave Kate alone again, she would have said no. The women were true friends, a foreign concept to most of the females in his circle who saw other women as rivals, first and foremost.

“I hope Kate’s enjoying herself.” Jared brought her tight against his body
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