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“Tell me it’s not bad news.”

Heather Morris eyed her friend but found no reason to hope. This didn’t look good.

Jenn slid her cell phone shut. “It’s bad news.”

“Devastating?”

“Well, unlike last time, there’s no hospital involved. But I’m afraid our plans for the night are DOA.”

Disappointment slinked between them and the good time they’d just been enjoying. The Magazine was a fabulously cool wine bar off the Strip. People with more money than sense had turned out for the bar’s inaugural “Curiosities” tasting, which promised samples of exotic vintages from each continent, including a batch that had been aged at a research station in Antarctica. Another label from Malaysia boasted a pinot noir with the added healing powers of python venom, rendered inert by the bottling process.

Heather had planned to skip that one. But who could turn down the chance to taste a Tuscan merlot fermented in 24-karat-gold casks?

Jenn Kimble was the wine correspondent for an online culinary blog. She’d been the one to secure tickets, which included a complimentary sample of each selection. Then, just for fun, they were off to a new Spanish tapas place called La Rocca where reservations required a three-month wait. In appreciation, Heather had left her accounting firm two hours early to treat Jenn to a salon visit. They’d giggled like young girls, anticipating their big night out—the first they’d been able to wrangle in two months.

But now it seemed another family emergency would intervene.

“What happened?”

“Mylie can’t stay with the kids past nine because her dad can take her to the gymnastics meet after all.” Jenn waved her phone. “That was Rich. I thought he was just checking in to say he’d arrived, but his flight’s been delayed in Atlanta. The safety lights on the aisle aren’t functioning, so they have to board another plane. Of all things!”

Heather grimaced. “And now he won’t be back in time to relieve Mylie.”

“Bingo.”

“Damn.”

“Double damn.”

“Call someone else,” Heather said, a smidge too desperately. “Anybody. Their school janitor if you have to.”

Twenty minutes passed as Jenn tried every number in her arsenal while Heather eyed The Magazine’s aggressively nouveau décor. The floor-to-ceiling windows, minimalist steel fixtures and bare light bulbs hanging from strings of braided copper wire seemed the perfect sort of bizarre place to let loose.

But it was after eight on a Friday night. At such short notice, finding a sober tourist would’ve been easier than finding a babysitter.

“No luck,” Jenn said at last.

Heather knew her friend’s disappointment would well outpace her own. After all, Jenn had two preschoolers and a husband who traveled a hundred days a year. “I’m sorry, honey.”

Jenn shrugged. Her gleaming blonde hair was a crime against sisterhood, especially when it was done in a princessy updo. “It was just for work.”

“No way. Don’t pull that with me. I know how much you were looking forward to this.”

“Well, yes.” Jenn let out a faint sigh. “But at least you’ll be here.”

“I’m not staying at this freak show if you’re not here with me. Who will I point out train wrecks to? That dress, for example.” She nudged Jenn, who glanced toward a woman standing at the bar. A gold lamé corset over a poofy pink lace tutu was never, ever appropriate. Except, apparently, in Vegas.

Jenn chuckled. “Double damn,” she said again, more wearily this time. “Don’t have kids, my dear.”

“Hush. You love them.”

“Okay, fine. Don’t have kids until you can afford a full-time nanny.”

“I’ll get right on that. Maybe I can bet my retirement savings at the casinos.”

“Beats the stock market.” Opening her purse, Jenn rummaged until she found a pad of paper and a pen. “Take this, would you? I need six hundred words for my column tomorrow. Just take some notes on the snake venom and the Antarctica thing—the really novel ones. I already have enough about the bat-shit-crazy atmosphere.”

Although Heather took the pen and paper, she wasn’t ready to give up on her friend. “Are you sure? I can go relieve Mylie. You have work to do here.”

“I appreciate the offer, sweetie. I do. But I haven’t seen Rich in four days. That means when he finally gets home and the kids are snoring, I’ll get laid. Probably very well.” She kissed Heather on the cheek. “You stay here and go hunting.”

Heather laughed outright. “Sure thing.”

“I’m serious.” She slipped a magenta wristband off her slender wrist and handed it over. “Give it to some halfway-normal guy and get blazing drunk.”

“I don’t get drunk and I don’t pick up random guys.”

“Are you sure you were young once?”

You have no idea.

Not even Jenn, her closest friend since moving to Vegas, had a clear picture of Heather’s wild youth. Like everyone, she believed Heather to be the straight-laced Assistant Director of Internal Auditing of Hanover Financial Logistics. All true. But that hadn’t always been the case. No one realized that being the only daughter of a sergeant major in the Army was shorthand for “spent my youth partying like a preacher’s little girl on spring break”.

The wildest part of Heather’s current life was the fact Hanover specialized in casino accounts. That was enough for her mom, who continued to believe working on casino spreadsheets and quarterly reports was the same as hanging with Wayne Newton and the Osmonds.

Living in Las Vegas did, however, have interesting advantages. The Magazine was a case in point. If it could be done at all, it could be done bigger and better in Sin City. And all without the restrictions of good taste.

She waved her farewell as Jenn wiggled out toward the street-facing exit. It was entirely unjust for a mother of two to be so thin. Working out five times a week was the best Heather could manage to keep her curves from turning to saddlebags and a muffin top.

She found a table by herself. The waves propelling her evening had reduced to a flat calm, leaving her oddly restless. When the first sample was delivered by a waitress wearing an electric-blue sheath dress, Heather decided to enjoy the experience. Nothing lost.

She took a hesitant sip. Although loathe to pay $7,500 a bottle for the world’s highest altitude wine, she found it imminently drinkable. In responsible memory of poor dear Jenn, she took diligent notes as another two samples arrived.

“Is this seat taken?”

Looking up, she found a pleasant surprise. A very pleasant surprise, truth be told.

A man in a smartly tailored three-piece suit stood with his hand on the back of the other chair. The pose and the suit, together with his trim physique, created a rather dashing picture. He had presence. Maybe even grace.

He was also young. Not young enough to make cradle-robbing jokes, maybe mid-twenties, but with an extra dash of boyish sweetness to his features.

That is, until he smiled.

Goose bumps dotted Heather’s arms. Something about that smile, so slow and controlled, completely belied his youthful looks—while revealing an adorably sexy pair of dimples. Unbelievable.

He licked his lower lip, leaving his mouth slightly parted.

That did it.

“Help yourself,” she said.

She watched him out of the corners of her eyes as he sat. Propping his ankle across his knee, he settled into the chair. But he didn’t slouch. His odd grace meant square shoulders and a straight spine.

“So, what’ve I missed?”

Heather consulted her notes. “The world’s highest vintage, the only vintage to be personally approved by the Crown Princess of Sweden, and one flavored with espresso.”

The young man made a face. “Toute la nuit longtemps?”

“That’s the one. What does it mean?”

“All night long.” He offered a subtle sneer. “That stuff is a crime against tongues.”

She didn’t know which affected her more—that he automatically knew the name of a rare vintage, or how his mention of tongues dragged her attention back to his mouth. What would it take to get him to smile again? She hadn’t felt that particular rush of oh, hello in ages.

And the French. God. Even if he was just a practiced wine snob, his low voice made love to each syllable.

“Would you like a wristband?” She assumed a guy so young wouldn’t have five hundred dollars to blow on a wine-tasting event.

But he surprised her again by pulling back his cuff. There on his wrist, nestled next to an exquisite Omega dress watch, was one of The Magazine’s wristbands.

“I’ve never been a fan of kitsch,” he said, frowning at the tacky magenta thing. “But I’ll endure just about anything for novelty.”

The oddly suggestive timbre of his words had Heather shaking her head. He had some nerve. She’d give him that. But his Omega and fine wool suit forced her to reassess her initial impression. Either he came from money or tried very hard to look like it. In Las Vegas, one could never be sure.

Heather couldn’t decide whether she wanted him to stay or hit the road. He perched smack between unsettling and interesting.

“You’re here alone?” she asked.

“Not anymore.”

Once more he unfurled that slow smile, dimples and all. The effect was elemental, like being chilled by the wind or warmed by the sun. This time Heather’s physical reaction wasn’t goose bumps but the subtle tightening of her nipples. His dark, narrow eyes crinkled at the edges, as if he knew what she was feeling.

“We’ll see,” she managed to say.

“Actually, I only stopped by to thank you.”

“For what?”

He angled that slinky gaze toward her cleavage. “For being so generous.”

The camisole she wore wasn’t exactly revealing, especially not when topped by a cashmere blazer, but any time her bust line met with silk and lace, men drooled. Or...appreciated, as this one seemed to do.

Ha. Man. He was a snot-nosed punk who thought he could drop sexy innuendos and keep up with a woman who’d learned hard lessons about slick bastards.

Heather leaned against the table, intentionally posturing to give him a better view. “You’re an arrogant little prick, aren’t you?”

“It’s not little,” he said. “My prick, that is.”

A clamped-down part of her unexpectedly relaxed. Why wasn’t she creeped out? Or laughing her ass off? Either reaction seemed more appropriate than wanting to tell him to prove it.

The waitress returned, that electric-blue dress leaving nothing to the imagination. The young man, however, only took his eyes off Heather to pick up the latest wine sample. Rather than savor and consider the bouquet, he downed it in a single gulp.

Heather found herself staring and unwilling to stop. The contrast between his pale skin and dark eyes was striking. He had dark hair too, buzzed short with almost military precision. That certainly didn’t fit with his suit or his smooth, angelic features, but the contradiction was delicious. No telling what was true and what was utter bullshit. He probably knew as much, using it to his advantage over unsuspecting females.

Heather wasn’t unsuspecting. But she wasn’t immune, either.

He matched her aggressive posture. His straight back made him look continuously eager. “No answer to that rather forward comment. I’m disappointed.”

“Silence or derision were my options. It’s too early in our acquaintance to discuss the size of your prick.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” he said. “I’m Jon, by the way. What’s your name?”

“Heather.”

“You don’t look like a Heather.”

“Sorry,” she said tartly. “What do I look like?”

He tilted his head. She felt...assessed. Keenly aware of herself as a woman. Because of him. “More exotic. Definitely more curvaceous. Evangeline, maybe?”

Heather shivered. She was getting ticked off at this Jon character. He said everything like a dare. And it had been years since she’d been the reckless soul who indulged in dares. They always got out of hand. The hurt was never worth the risk, especially now that she had a career worth protecting.

“Sorry, no such luck,” she said, trying to stay casual. His eyes weren’t letting that happen. “Just the hazard of being born a girl in 1981.”

“How about your middle name? Any better luck?”

“Crystal.”

He feigned the disappointment of a near-miss. “Oooh, another strike. You only have one more chance.”

“So if my last name is Poots or Fusty or Hogblossom...?”

“Then I’m afraid my appreciation of your breasts will be the closest we get to carnal knowledge.” He shrugged. “Standards, you see.”

“What’s yours?”

“My last name? Carlisle.”

“Nice one.”

“It is, isn’t it? But quid pro quo. Your turn.” His voice was surprisingly low for someone so young, a soft rumble that tickled under her skin.

“It’s Morris.”

“And the damsel is saved,” he said with a grin.

“You approve?” Heather almost frowned. Where the hell had that breathy question come from?

“Very much.” Jon Carlisle picked her hand off the table and kissed her knuckles. For the briefest moment, she’d been sure he would bite instead of kiss. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Morris.”
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Jon Carlisle knew women. Most of all, he liked women. Each possessed something unique and appreciable. Whether the curve of an elegant neck or the perfect symmetry of graceful collarbones, he had long ago made it his duty to find the special facets in each woman he met.

Heather Crystal Morris, despite her rather dated name, was the type to be savored. Rich dark hair had been barely swept away from her face and knotted at the nape of her neck, leaving her classical features prominent. Her eyes were pale blue, like the sky at high altitude, and she had a sultry way of looking at him from under the dark slashes of her eyebrows—as if she were challenging him.

Jon hadn’t found enough challenges lately.

He carefully placed her hand back on the table, trailing his fingertips over her knuckles. “How is a woman like you alone tonight with a spare bracelet?”

“A woman like me? Do I want to know what you mean by that?”

“Perhaps.”

She tilted her head as she rested her chin on her fist. “I have no doubt you’d answer if I asked.” Dark lashes shielded her eyes. The contrast with the pale blue was rather remarkable. “So I don’t think I will.”

“Scared?”

Her laugh was sexy. No other word for it. Just husky enough, it evoked feelings of being wrapped in the dark with her. That would be a memorable time. He’d ensure it. “Not in the least.”

The waitress appeared and presented two glasses of deep red wine. The venom-infused pinot noir.

Heather peered at the plastic cup and lifted it toward a light. “Looks rather normal, doesn’t it? Like any other glass of wine?”

After a quick swirl to watch the liquid climb the sides of the glass, Jon took a deep swallow. “It tastes like any other pinot noir too. Maybe a hint of blackberry.”

She set hers down. “I’ll take your word on it.”

A single drop of the rich liquid lingered on his bottom lip. He licked it off, not missing how Heather’s gaze tracked the small movement. Again. “Don’t tell me you’re going to chicken out.”

Her spine went slightly stiff. The move pushed her glorious chest toward him. The straight slashes of her brows lowered. “It has python venom in it. Choosing not to drink it is the prudent choice.”

Jon couldn’t help but lean forward. Suddenly he knew her type. Quiet. Cautious. Restrained. Not quite the challenge he’d been hoping for, but he would persevere. “Do you always make the prudent choice? Even saying that feels like too much effort.”

“I like my life orderly.” She said it as if she’d needed to make the same defense time and again.

Before Jon could poke further, pull back more of her layers, the waitress in the too-tight dress bumped the back of Heather’s chair. A plastic sample cup bobbled and tipped.

Heather jerked forward, but it was too late. Dark red wine spilled down the back of her jacket. “Blast,” she hissed.

“Oh!” the waitress squealed. “I’m so sorry. Let me get you something to wipe that up.” But the tray wiggled again when she reached for napkins.

“Forget it.” Heather waved her away then yanked off the jacket. “Damn, it’s cashmere.”

“Here.” Jon grabbed a few cocktail napkins from a stack beside a bowl of palate-cleansing cracker crisps. Even as he handed them over, his mind surged to Mach 2.

Perhaps he didn’t have Heather Crystal Morris figured out after all.

In taking off the dark blue blazer, she’d revealed the pale white camisole underneath. A deep border of lace dipped over the swells of her cleavage. Her breasts were beautiful, with a nice heft that would feel marvelous in his palms. He’d already expected that. He was something of a master at peering beneath the layers women wore. Practice made perfect.

No, the surprise was Heather’s nipple ring.

His body tightened. He became a predator scenting a vulnerable rabbit.

The barest hint of metal was visible under layers of silk and a thin bra. A perfect out-of-place circle—something to swirl with his tongue while he buried his face between those beautiful breasts. Something to tug with his teeth as she rode him, her lush body working his cock.

That nipple ring was a hint of wickedness waiting to be unleashed.

Jon was just the man to unleash it.

He pushed away a genuine smile that threatened. No sense in revealing his true desires so soon. “Is it ruined?”

“I’m not sure,” she said with a sigh. “But whether it is or not, it’s the perfect end to an awful evening.”

“That’s unkind.”

She glared as she tapped at the stain with a napkin. “Is this where I’m supposed to say ‘present company excluded’?”

“It would be appreciated.”

“Sorry. I’m not in the mood for placating anyone.” She hung the jacket on the back of her seat. “My friend Jenn and I were supposed to have a girls’ night out. We even had reservations at La Rocca, but she had babysitter issues.”

“Nice place.” Jon had dined there a week after it opened. His mother and father would weep themselves to the grave if he didn’t occasionally use the pull of their family name and fortune. His need for novelty had propelled him, not his parents’ expectations. “I’m not convinced it lives up to the hype.”

Dark brows lifted, and a disbelieving smile curved her lush mouth. “Oh, you’ve been, have you?”

He made a sound of agreement, low enough that Heather leaned forward to catch it. As she did, she provided a flawless view down the shadowy valley of her cleavage. Jon was swept over with the image of pushing his cock between those full tits while she darted her tongue to lick his head. The thought began to cultivate the first stirring of a hard-on.

He pushed her glass of pinot noir closer. “Here. Try it. If you do, this will be the night you drank snake-venom wine rather than the night your jacket was stained.”

“That’s the best argument I’ve ever heard for drinking animal toxins.” She circled the lip of the plastic cup with her forefinger. After a nod, she picked it up and drank. Her throat worked over a swallow. “Not bad.”

He liked women who gave hesitation the middle finger. He liked them very much. “I won’t be gauche enough to tell you I told you so.”

“It would be appreciated,” she said, echoing his words from only a moment ago.

“How much?”

She licked a drop of wine off her bottom lip—again, it seemed an intentional echo. Was she teasing him? He enjoyed that idea, almost as much as he enjoyed imagining what she could do with that mouth. Dirty things. Delicious things.

Her fingers brushed the line of her collarbone. “What do you mean?”

“Do you appreciate it enough to let me go with you to La Rocca?”

She shook her head on another husky laugh. “I don’t think so.”

The waitress dropped off another round, these containing a nearly colorless white wine. A whisper of condensation clung to them. Cool and dry, it carried the cold kiss of Antarctica, where it had been pressed.

Heather’s quiet moan upon finishing her sample sent a shock point-blank to Jon’s dick. “Oh, that one’s good.” She scribbled something in her little notebook. “Maybe not ‘a year’s mortgage payments’ good, but definitely my favorite.”

He watched her over the rim of his glass. “Invite me to dinner with you.”

Pale eyes flashed. “Why in the world do you think I should do that?”

Taking her hand once again, he traced the inside of her wrist. Her mouth made pretty protests, but her frantic pulse said otherwise. He drew his touch over the fleshy base of her thumb, down into the soft valley of her palm. If he’d known her even a little bit better, he would have used his nail to scrape a pale red line over her soft skin.

“Because you want to,” he said quietly. “You’ve been good for a very long time, haven’t you?”

She nodded silently. Her neck moved so jerkily that she seemed to be agreeing despite good intentions.

Kink that he was, he liked that. He relished helping a woman find her boundaries—just before blasting through them. “Then invite me because you deserve a night of being bad.”

Her breath had gone shallow. Full breasts rose and fell. “You’re supposed to be my reward?”

“I could be.”

The crowded wine bar disappeared. Voices fluxed around them but only as background noise. Jon kept his gaze on hers, willing her to agree. There was something about this woman in particular...

He rather thought she’d be a novelty.

Her lips parted on a soft breath. She nodded. Swallowed visibly. “Let’s go.”

Jon escorted her to the parking lot in no time, their wine-tasting bracelets abandoned on the table for any lucky patron to find. Sweltering air slicked his neck. He rubbed his nearly bare head. Wearing a suit in the late July heat of Las Vegas took dedication, but again, he had standards.

His pace slightly faster than usual, he didn’t want to risk that Heather would back off. Back down. Despite a streak of wildness, she obviously tried to bury it deeply. He wondered how deeply she’d be able to hide it if he got her on her hands and knees, that curvy ass in the air. The treasure would be dipping his fingers into her pussy to discover just how wet she was. For him.

Her steps slowed. “Jenn and I didn’t drive. We planned to take a taxi all night.”

“I brought my car.” He slung his thumbs in the pockets of his slacks. She would agree or she wouldn’t.

Heather studied him from head to toe. “Do you promise you’re not some freaky serial killer?”

His laugh was abrupt and real. Another novelty. “I’ve been called a freak a time or two, but I swear I’d never intentionally hurt a woman. Unless she asked for it.”

That line probably wouldn’t put him in safe company with puppies and kittens and guys who waited for an invitation. But he wanted to see her reaction. A quiet inhalation was his reward. Her tempting nipple ring pressed against the thin restraint of silk.

She nibbled her bottom lip. Goddamn, but he’d like to put those teeth to work nibbling him. Wherever she wanted.

After digging an iPhone out of her purse, she pointed it at him, then clicked away. “All right. Let’s go.”

“What did you do?”

“I sent myself an email with a picture and description of you. Just in case.”

Placing a hand at the small of her back, he escorted her toward his car. Soft muscles jumped. “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?”

“I’m really not. I’ve got very little to hide.”

He bent low over her ear. She smelled of expensive perfume and the berry kiss of fine wine. “Then we’ll have to make sure you develop some secrets.”

He thumbed his key fob. The lights of his Aston Martin flashed. In the dusky light of evening, the DBS was a deep, dark beast. All power and growling strength. The car was worth every cent he’d paid. The only machine he loved more was his F-16, but that was property of the US government.

Heather’s high heels clicked to an abrupt stop on the asphalt. “Did you borrow it from Daddy?”

“No. Daddy drives a Bentley.”

She looked from him, to the convertible, then back again. “Just who are you, Jon Carlisle?”

His smile built slowly from somewhere deep inside. Pure enjoyment of the moment. The gathering excitement of night. A beautiful woman on his arm. A sinfully fast car waiting to whisk them toward the unknown.

“I’m a fighter pilot.”
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“Bullshit.”

The profanity leapt out of her mouth before she could stop it. She hardly ever cursed, especially not at the office where decorum and steadfast dedication would earn her a promotion to full director. Someday soon.

But his outrageous claim was just too much.

“It’s true.” With a casual shrug, he slid his hands into his trouser pockets. “I fly an F-16 with the 64th Aggressor Squadron out of Nellis.”

“I don’t believe you.”

His implacable expression was one of the best poker faces she’d ever seen. “We should establish this up front, Ms. Morris. I never lie.” Blankness gave way to a boyish grin. “Well, not to real people. Sometimes it makes life easier to tell COs what they want to hear.”

Heather refused to be charmed. Her dad’s twenty years in the Army meant she’d grown up knowing military men of all kinds, learning how they acted, how they thought. Eventually she’d learned to avoid them as she would an oncoming freight train.

Jon Carlisle wasn’t one of them.

She leaned against the passenger-side door. A gleaming finish suggested it had been recently waxed. “That’s the second unbelievable claim you’ve made tonight, the first being the size of your prick. This one, at least, you can substantiate in a public parking lot.”

“I wouldn’t impose such limits on either of us.”

“Proof, please.”

She knew it was the truth even before he pulled out his wallet because he didn’t hesitate.

She examined his Air Force-issued ID, particularly his photo. A different version of Captain Jonathan Carlisle stared back at her. No sarcasm or teasing there—only the proud, solemn expression of a serviceman in full dress. To know he was capable of both personas messed with her ability to breathe.

“Satisfied?”

She offered the barest smile as she returned the ID. “Not yet.”

“The night’s still young. Get in.”

Heather slid into the passenger seat. He closed the door behind her, which enveloped her in luxury. The Aston was gorgeous. She’d been in her share of expensive cars, but they were vehicles of understated elegance. BMWs and Mercedes. The tools businessmen used to impress their colleagues. This sleek, expensive convertible was a rich boy’s toy.

Jon slipped behind the wheel and fired it up. A sound unlike any she’d ever heard purred from the engine, powerful yet restrained. A perfect fit for its owner. The slow, tedious flow of Friday-night traffic as they edged down the Strip was downright cruel. She wondered what the car and the man could do if allowed to go flat out.

A delicious shiver skated up her arms.

Jon didn’t seem tense at all. He downshifted as they hit another red light. She found herself watching his wrist, his hand, his tapered, elegant fingers. Everything about him was efficient, with no wasted effort, while still maintaining that easy grace.

She wanted to talk, if only as a distraction against her sudden fascination, only she didn’t trust her voice.

He pulled up to The Palazzo’s valet stand. La Rocca’s was located inside. “And here we are.”

Heather reached for her cashmere blazer. Even slightly stained, it was more appropriate than wearing her camisole to dinner.

“Leave it,” Jon said.

“No way. You know why I can’t.”

“Oh?”

She met his innocent gaze head-on. “You haven’t been able to take your eyes off it.”

“Not true.” He leaned across the armrest, edging into her space. “Your mouth is just as erotic as your nipple ring.”

Heat sizzled in her lungs and between her legs. Her nipples tightened, as if simply saying the words aloud had roused their curiosity.

“Heather, c’mon. You know Las Vegas. No one will be paying attention...except for me.” He pulled back and shrugged, as controlled as when he’d driven the convertible. “You decide.”

Two uniformed valets opened their doors. Jon handed over his keys and slipped away, leaving her behind. Heather sat there, the blazer in her lap.

The valet cleared his throat. After one last deep breath, she emerged into the desert night. The blazer lay in a heap on her seat.

Jon’s mouth quirked as he offered his arm. She took it, knowing that a very different woman had stepped out of his Aston Martin—some version of herself she hadn’t been in a long time.

La Rocca’s was not what outsiders might expect of Las Vegas, where glitz skirted so near to tasteless. The lobby was elegant almost to the point of invisibility. No touch shone brighter than the rest. The result was understated, even soothing. The décor said that any patron deserved to know true luxury. A beguiling idea.

“Mr. Carlisle,” said a man in a flawless tuxedo. “Good to see you again.”

“Mr. La Rocca. Out mingling with the serfs, I see.” Jon extended his hand. Heather could only watch as the two greeted one another with such familiarity. It seemed Jon hadn’t been lying about dining there. “I love the new watch,” he said.

“Thanks,” said the restaurateur. “How’s your father?”

“Nothing changes back home. You know that. Same grumpy bastard as always.”

Heather did a double take. At the mention of his father, Jon’s voice had taken on a brittle edge, so different than his otherwise cultured cool.

Mr. La Rocca checked the reservation book. “I didn’t see you on the guest list.”

“I’m Ms. Morris’s plus one.”

Mr. La Rocca turned his eyes to Heather, cataloging her assets with far less polish than Jon had. “Enchanting.”

Jon’s forearm tensed beneath her hand. “Isn’t she, though?”

“But now that you’re here...” Mr. La Rocca’s expression turned solicitous. “Perhaps I can beg a favor?”

“Beg away.”

Heather caught his bemused smile and stifled one of her own.

“There’s a diplomat in town from Paris,” Mr. La Rocca said. “He’s at the bar with his, ah, companion. They didn’t have a reservation, and of course we’re booked full...”

Screwing up her mouth, Heather figured out his angle. The dirty old man wanted their table.

She was ready to protest when Jon covered her hand and squeezed. “Make it worth our while, Mr. La Rocca.”

“Fifty dollars in house chips?”

“I don’t know. What do you think, Ms. Morris? Is fifty dollars enough to assuage your disappointment?”

Heather looked at both men in turn. This was an opportunity to take a stand. “Make it one hundred. And have your best dessert ready to pick up when we call it a night.”

Mr. La Rocca grinned. “A fellow snake charmer, Jon? I’ll tell Patrick to set you up.”

As the restaurant’s owner went to settle the details, Jon leaned close. His breath touched her ear a moment before his nose brushed her temple. “Well played.”

Her heart rate doubled, giving lie to the idea that she’d made the demand to spite Mr. La Rocca. Jon’s whispered appreciation had been the goal all along. It wasn’t enough to pick up the gauntlets he threw down. She felt compelled to impress him while doing so.

Jon Carlisle was, quite simply, dangerous.

Chips in hand, they wove back through the resort. Heather felt dwarfed by soaring ceilings and Italian-style columns. Her eyes were drawn to touches of gold and columns of pure white marble. The main casino floor was busy, as always, full of countless conversations and the sounds of games in full swing. However, like the rest of the hotel’s high-end décor, there wasn’t an ounce of tacky in sight, not even in the powder room she ducked into. This was the playground of adults with taste.

She handed Jon the stack of ten-dollar chips. “Your choice.”

“Isn’t that a privilege usually reserved for the lady?”

“This is my privilege. Your choice.” Curiosity had her mentally wagering what game he’d choose. Poker, maybe? He certainly had the expression for it. “On one condition.”

Fathomless eyes narrowed, which would have seemed sinister if not for the amusement dancing in their dark depths. “That doesn’t sound promising.”

“You haven’t heard it yet. Only one chip at a time.” She paused, then added the phrase sitting on her tongue. “Make it last.”

“I’m good at that.”

He led her across the casino floor to one of the roulette tables. A small crowd had gathered, as diverse as any in Las Vegas. Businessmen, elderly couples, guys on the prowl, obvious tourists—all watched as the croupier gave the wheel a spin and dropped her ball.

“Roulette, eh?”

“Pure chance. One can calculate the odds but not defy them. And I have a condition too.”

“Oh?”

Jon turned her until they faced belly to belly. Those elegant hands settled at the tops of her hips. His thumbs rested on the waistband of her skirt, as if reminding her how little effort would be required to strip it down. The casino’s clear, bright lighting allowed Heather a good look at his eye color. They were a rich honeyed brown, like brandy. Expensive and decadent.

His voice was surprisingly serious when he said, “I want you to pick a safe word.”

Heather flinched. She couldn’t help it. The host of images and scenarios and positions evoked by that simple sentence caused her body to jump.

She swallowed thickly. His lips parted in silent reply.

There was no brushing this off, but she felt compelled to make the attempt. Any woman would. “I need a safe word to play roulette?”

“You need a safe word to play with me.” He was staring at the base of her throat where her pulse drummed.

“Panda,” she blurted out.

He smiled on a sudden laugh, showing off those dimples. She’d caught him out again—risk followed by reward.

She was in huge trouble.

“Panda,” he repeated. “Got it.” The croupier had cleared away the chips and opened another round of betting. “Now what’s your favorite fruit?”

“Strawberries.”

He counted on his fingers as he spelled the word. “Twelve it is.” But instead of placing one of their ten chips on the table, he stashed them in an inside coat pocket. In their place he withdrew a chip marked $100.

“Where did you get that?”

“The exchange,” he said. “While you used the ladies’ room.”

“That’s not what I meant by one at a time.”

Jon edged between gamblers at the table and made room for Heather beside him. It was a tight fit, her hip pressed flush against his. “Don’t worry. There’s more where this came from. I’m just trying to make it more exciting.”

More exciting? Gambling ten dollars at a time was rich enough for her blood. She could quote to the second decimal the balance of her checking account and various retirement plans. Her most recent promotion to assistant director had nixed the last of her student loans. Her net worth wouldn’t be achingly small for long, but that only added to her fiscal discipline.

The idea of laying a cool hundred on a single spin was like Jon and his dimples and his wet dream of a sports car: glorious excess.

He found her ear again with his rumbling whisper. “We’ll make it last as long as we want.” Then he placed the $100 chip on red twelve. “For strawberries.”

“An inside bet?”

“You know roulette?”

“I know gambling,” she said, not bothering to conceal her pride. “Hanover Financial Logistics concentrates on accounting for the casinos. Knowing the lingo is a business requirement.”

Only belatedly did she wonder how dull that might sound to a fighter pilot. Auditing soft count procedures, even for casinos, wasn’t exactly dogfighting over the desert.

He only lifted an animated eyebrow, giving no hint of his true assessment. “Then you might know that the odds on an inside bet are 37-to-1.”

“I’m impressed.”

“I like numbers. My professional specialty, actually.” Then for her ears only he said, “I also like seeing what you’ll do next. So tell me, Ms. Morris, what shall we do if that ball drops on twelve? Make it good. I know you enjoy surprising me.”

Oh, but she did. He was a man who, by all appearances, grabbed life by the balls. She wanted to give his balls a good grab just to remind him that not everything—or everyone—was as it seemed.

“The odds are too long to make that any real fun. How about if it drops on any red?”

“Too easy. You’ll hedge and give me something common.”

Her hip molded against the roulette table. If he looked down, he’d have a clear view of the cleavage he found so fascinating, but his gaze didn’t budge from hers. He was waiting, just as she was, to see how much daring she could drag into the light.

Taking the chance, Heather indulged the first of her many fantasies involving this man. She cupped the base of his skull. He smelled of something like Obsession or Pierre Cardin. Rich. Classic. Masculine. She pressed harder, rubbing a little, enjoying how his cropped hair scoured her skin.

“Not common at all, Captain Carlisle. If the ball drops on red, I’ll show you my tattoo.”
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Chapter Four
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Reflexively, Jon clasped the soft swell of her hips before he could discipline himself. Finger by finger he forced himself to ease off. Tipping his hand had never been his style.

“It seems you’re keeping secrets after all.”

Even her smile was a secret, wrapping layer upon layer like a present. “It won’t be much of one if I show you.”

“But what’s a secret without the temptation of sharing?”

They watched the mesmerizing spin of the ball. Jon stacked her in front of him, surprised by his unwillingness to give up the degree of contact she’d accepted—even though it meant revealing his gathering hard-on. Pressed against the sweet swell of Heather’s ass, it was only going to grow stronger.

The thin silk of her top allowed her skin’s heat to sink into his hands. He spread his fingertips over her taut waist.

The wheel slowed. The ball bounced freely and dropped on twenty-two. While Jon would’ve preferred the number twelve, red would certainly do.

Heather tensed. He brushed a kiss along the curve of her ear. Silken hair slid over his cheek. “Didn’t think you’d have to pay up?”

Nerves wove through her soft laughter. “No one ever really wins in Vegas.”

“That’s not true at all.” He spread his hands wider, moving to her stomach. His middle finger circled the shallow dip of her navel, vulnerable beneath her thin camisole. “I’d already won before it even dropped on red.”

She shivered. “I suppose you want your prize?”

“Certainly.”

He’d almost expected her to hesitate, until she slanted him a look from under her lashes. All challenge and readiness. She lifted her shirt a few inches along her right side. A slender green vine with tiny purple buds climbed up from her skirt, curving around her waist and disappearing up the back of her filmy camisole. He peered closer. The delicate shading within the vine was script, though he couldn’t make out the words.

This was no drunken-sorority-girl tat. It was a work of art. Carefully chosen. The delicate outlines and coloring must have taken hours of patience under the tattoo gun.

Jon’s fingers tingled with the need to touch. So he did. Her skin was as fine as any he’d ever encountered. Softer. He’d love to trace that delicate line with his tongue, then nibble his way back down.

He followed the twisting vine to where it ducked beneath the snug waistband of her skirt. There he discovered another hint of lace and silk.

She hissed in a breath. “I said I’d show you my tattoo, not my panties.”

“Yet.”

“You’re rather self-assured.” Heather faced forward again, but nothing in her posture suggested that he should remove his hand. She dropped the hem over her top so that lace simply draped over his wrist. Brave girl. He rewarded her with a teasing, kneading motion along the dip of her waist.

“Why shouldn’t I be?” he asked against her throat.

“Has anyone ever told you it verges on arrogant?”

“Once or twice. Or more.”

“You don’t care?”

He didn’t really like talking to her without seeing her eyes. Considering her measured, careful voice, she was more difficult to read without precise physical clues.

“Arrogant is what frightened people call bold.” He didn’t need to bend far to speak directly into her ear. In her heels, she was nearly his height. Good thing his ego had never been fragile. Actually, he rather liked the advantages. It made a whole host of sexual positions easier to contemplate. “When am I going to see your panties?”

“Lay another bet, flyboy.”

The croupier had gathered all the chips, paid out the few winners and opened the table for more bets.

“What’s your birthday?”

That earned him a sidelong glance over her shoulder. “The seventh of August.”

“Not long off.”

She laced her fingers over his, across her stomach, with the layer of silk in between. “Plan on buying me a present?”

He leaned their bodies forward to drop another $100 chip on the black square marked seven. Her ass tucked neatly against his cock. Just as he’d thought. They would fit well together.

“What do you want?”

“Everything I’m worth,” she said. “So maybe the sun and the moon?”

“I’ll throw the stars in too.”

“You think you’re pretty slick.” No question there. Just bemused humor. “But I’m still waiting on our side bet.”

“How slick you are. That’s my reward if I win.”

“What?”

A fine trembling had taken over her limbs. He was perversely proud that she didn’t back down, despite obvious jitters.

“If I win with a black seven, I get to find out how wet your panties are.”

“Here?” Her swallow was an audible click. “How?”

He slid his pinkie under the band of her skirt. Not far enough to brush the top hem of her underwear, but enough to make her think of them. “I’ll leave that up to you.”

Suddenly she laughed. The tension drawing her shoulders tight against his chest dissolved. “You know what? Fine. At 37-to-1 odds, the chances I’ll have to pay out are slim.”

He hid a real smile against her nape. So many to tuck away that evening. “But there’s still a chance.”

“You like chances?”

He darted out his tongue and claimed a taste of her skin. Soft peaches and rich cream. “I live for them.”

The uniformed croupier declared the table closed and propelled the roulette wheel with a flick of her wrist. The white ball bounced twice before settling into a smooth counter-roll against the wheel’s movement.

Heather’s breathing went shallow and fast. He spread his hand over her stomach, the better to feel the fast rise and fall of her diaphragm. She’d breathe like that on her way to orgasm.

Enjoying the
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