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No Reservations

Play by the rules and you’ll never get what you deserve.

Tyler Golden is all about control – an attitude that helped his business thrive. But he couldn’t control his fiancée’s death. Now emotionally guarded, sex is the only part of a relationship that interests him.

Kate Song is not about to be distracted from her own dreams of success by any man, no matter how sexy, demanding or forceful he is. But she can’t seem to resist Tyler’s dominating personality.

Offering her body for submission is one thing, giving her heart and soul is another. And Tyler discovers that the woman who taught him to love again is the one he might not be able to keep.

One
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New Year’s Eve

“I’m afraid you don’t look like you’re having a very good time. As one of the hosts, I have to say I’m slightly offended.”

The deep, masculine voice cut through the haze that had developed over Kate Song’s attention, drawing her gaze upward until she looked into the darkest blue eyes she’d ever seen.

If she were the romantic type, which she really wasn’t, she’d say they were the dark blue of a calm sea set in an arrestingly handsome face.

Strong forehead. Straight nose. Gorgeous cheekbones. Dark hair cut a little too long to be considered conservative but not long enough to be rebellious.

Even if he’d been wearing anything other than the custom-made tuxedo—like say, the penguin costume that unfortunate fool in the corner had chosen to wear to this high-class New Year’s Eve party—he’d still look exactly like what he was.

A rich playboy with endless pockets and probably an ego twice as big.

And he stared at her as if she were next on his to-do list.

Buy small European country before breakfast. Acquire Fortune 500 company after lunch. Host fancy shindig at night.

Why he’d added Sweet talk sour-looking guest at fancy shindig to that list, she didn’t know. And couldn’t afford to indulge.

“Then I’d have to reply that your powers of observation leave something to be desired.”

Kate made sure she kept her tone disinterested and let her gaze slide back to the dance floor. Her best friend was out there, dancing with a gorgeous guy who’d practically swept her off her feet the second they’d arrived at this party.

Annabelle had needed this night out and Kate hadn’t wanted her to go alone. Even Kate’s fiancé, Arnie, had realized how much this would mean to Annabelle. He’d told Kate to go, have fun.

He certainly hadn’t meant for her to flirt with a gorgeous stranger while she was there.

Low, amused laughter from above made her eyebrows arch as she slid another glance his way.

“Wow,” he said, “I don’t think I’ve ever been told off quite that politely before.”

One corner of his masculine lips had quirked up and his eyes had narrowed.

And her heart gave a little flutter.

No way. None of that tonight.

None of that ever, apparently.

Crap. Just . . . crap.

Hell, she couldn’t even get her snarky subconscious to lay off tonight.

She didn’t have to force a chagrined smile as her gaze lingered this time. And found her attention captivated.

He truly was a beautiful man. And she didn’t mean he was pretty.

No, he was distinctly, utterly masculine in a way that made her want to rub up against him and purr.

Danger ahead. Especially for an engaged woman.

Who was having doubts left, right, and center lately.

Sighing, she gestured to the seat next to her. “I’m sorry. Would you like to sit? I have to warn you, though. I’m probably not going to be very good company tonight.”

“And why is that?”

Because I can’t decide what I want to do with my life. Because I’m engaged to a man I’m not sure I love enough to marry.

“Because I foolishly thought these shoes would be a smart idea, and now my feet hurt.”

He laughed, low and a little husky and so very enticing, as he slid into the chair on the opposite side of the round table.

“Well, I’m glad to know it’s not the company.”

It definitely was not the company. Despite her assurances to Annabelle that she would be fine by herself, she wanted the company. Hadn’t wanted to be sitting here, alone, looking like a spinster chaperone.

Annabelle would freak if she thought she’d been neglecting Kate and would refuse to leave her alone for the rest of the night. Then Annabelle would miss out on the fun she seemed to be having with the blond, blue-eyed Adonis who’d arrowed in on her from their first moment at the party.

So Kate would suck it up while she sat here and talked to this seriously handsome playboy.

And what could it hurt? After all, it was just a conversation between two adults who didn’t know each other amid a crowd of people who weren’t paying any attention to them.

She stuck her hand across the table. “I’m Kate.”

He took it for a firm shake, not holding on too long. Just long enough for the heat to seep from his skin into hers. She almost embarrassed herself by curling around his fingers and not letting go. “Tyler. Very nice to meet you. Now, about those shoes . . .”

With a smile, she stuck out one leg to show off the offending platform-soled, spike-heeled black patent leather pumps . . . and realized she was exposing more skin than she normally showed unless she was wearing a bathing suit or going to bed.

More than a dozen petal-shaped pieces of tulle created the skirt of her handmade fairy costume, and those pieces fell open to reveal her thigh all the way to the bottom of the barely decent, green satin underskirt.

She’d known when she’d been creating the matching costumes for Annabelle and herself that they were sexy, racy, and like nothing she’d ever worn in public.

And that had been part of the appeal. To display a little piece of her life that she normally kept hidden to people she didn’t know and would never see again.

Kate took pride in the fact that the beautiful costumes held their own among the other custom-made pieces at this high-class party in one of the most exclusive hotels in Philadelphia. A party she never would have attended had it not been for Annabelle’s recent breakup.

“They’re beautiful.” Tyler’s voice deepened as his gaze lingered a little longer than necessary on her leg.

When he lifted his gaze, it wasn’t a fast or furtive journey. But neither was it salacious.

She didn’t feel uncomfortable.

She felt sexy. Enticing. Utterly female.

More so than she’d ever felt in her life.

Her heart racing, she pulled her leg back beneath the table.

“Yes, well, they’re definitely not made for dancing for any length of time.”

“Surely one dance wouldn’t be too painful. Or you could take them off.”

Was he asking her to dance? His gaze held hers and heat flashed through her body, flushing her cheeks with color. She regretted removing the half mask she’d worn with her costume. It might’ve hid the blush.

“I’m not sure that would be such a good idea.”

But it would probably be amazing.

His gaze never wavered. “And why is that?”

Because I want you.

The thought didn’t surprise her, but she couldn’t be sure she meant it.

Did she really want this man? Or was it just that he seemed to want her?

Did it matter?

Seriously, what could one dance hurt?

Watching Tyler’s steady gaze narrow, Kate felt her lungs constrict until she struggled to draw in a deeper breath.

A dance with another man wouldn’t matter one bit.

A dance with this man . . .

Would upset her carefully crafted world.

Because, yes, she wanted him.

Her breasts felt heavier, her nipples tight. Her sex clenched and she felt herself get wetter with each passing second.

It took her fiancé Arnie several minutes of foreplay to work her into this state.

This man had induced it in seconds with only a single touch.

Why?

Hell if she knew. Several other men had asked her to dance. None of them had produced this reaction.

Why him?

Blinking, she transferred her gaze out onto the dance floor and, after a few seconds, caught a flash of Annabelle’s bright hair.

“Because I’m engaged.”

He didn’t respond right away but his attention never wavered.

“And he’s not here with you tonight.”

Tyler didn’t phrase it as a question, but she didn’t hear any condemnation in his tone, either.

“No. My friend and I came alone.”

“Are you enjoying the music, at least?”

She couldn’t decide if she was upset that he didn’t push her to dance with him, or relieved. “The band’s very good. Just not my style.”

“What do you like?”

He actually sounded interested. Another point in the guy’s favor. They just kept racking up. “Classical, mostly. Some trance. Film scores. I like to create a mood while I work but I don’t want lyrics interrupting my train of thought.”

“I know exactly what you mean. Do you play an instrument?”

She let a smile curve her lips. “Violin. My father’s Korean and my mother was Italian. They always claimed it was in my genes. And I enjoy it. It’s just not my first love.”

“And what is?”

“Fashion design.”

“I can see you have a talent for it. You made both costumes, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did.”

“They’re beautiful.” His gaze slid down then, but again, she didn’t get the sense that he was ogling her. “The attention to detail is amazing.”

Her heart tripped over itself. Yes, Annabelle had gushed about them, but hearing this man praise her design made her flush with pleasure.

His gaze caught hers again and held.

And Kate felt her world shift.

Two
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Present

Tyler Golden stopped just outside the Adamstown antiques store where his brother, Jared, planned to make a very public display of intention.

His grandmother, Beatrice, and Jed had already entered the building.

Through the front window, Tyler saw store owner, Annabelle Elder, the woman Jed could no longer live without.

She moved through the crowd, her bright red hair flashing under the lights. Annabelle had a wide smile to go along with her vibrant hair and vivid green eyes and a sweet nature that eased Jed’s harder edges. When she laughed, everyone in her vicinity was drawn to her.

Everyone except Tyler.

His attention had latched on to the woman at Annabelle’s side.

Kate Song, Annabelle’s best friend. Her long, dark hair accentuated the paleness of her skin. Her huge, dark eyes and exotic features blended into a beauty that had tugged at Tyler’s libido since the moment he’d seen her.

The first woman to do so since his fiancée.

It’d been almost two years since Mia had died and, of course, the first woman Tyler had been attracted to had turned out to be engaged.

Apparently, his luck hadn’t changed much.

A cold breeze slid by him as the women moved into another room, out of sight. Tyler decided it was past time to join his family and pushed through the front door.

Once inside, he stopped for a quick look around.

The shop looked clean, open, elegant. Not a dusty and disorganized jumble like a stereotypical antiques store.

People stood in small groups everywhere . . . talking, laughing, having a good time. No one he recognized, but that was probably because he wasn’t an art person like Jed.

Annabelle was celebrating the opening of her very own art gallery featuring the work of her late father, a world-famous artist whose murder, along with that of Annabelle’s mother and the man she considered her second father, had created a worldwide scandal several years ago. Annabelle was finally taking back her birthright and her name as Peter O’Malley’s daughter.

Tyler wished her all the best, and he’d make damn sure she and Jed had the time and the privacy they needed to make their relationship work. If it meant he had to call in some favors from a few well-placed friends, he wouldn’t hesitate.

He could be ruthless when it came to his family.

Though he hadn’t been able to do a damn thing to help Mia. And she hadn’t—

No.

Pushing that thought out of his mind, he made his way through the crowd to his grandmother and brother, just as Annabelle spotted them from the front of the gallery, where she was welcoming the guests.

“I have one more person I’d like to thank,” she said. “Without him, I don’t think I’d be in this position. Ladies and gentlemen, Jared Golden was the catalyst for tonight’s event. He provided me with the final piece to my father’s Passion series. Thank you, Jared, and thank you all for coming tonight.”

Annabelle turned to Kate, still at her side, and the women exchanged a few words, their gazes darting toward Jed before Kate’s slid to him. And held.

His grandmother said something he didn’t hear, but Jed and Beatrice moved forward and Tyler followed along, his gaze never leaving Kate’s.

Annabelle stepped in front of them and Tyler forced himself to focus on her.

She wore a smile so bright, he couldn’t help but return it.

“Mrs. Golden.” Annabelle reached for his grandmother’s hand. “I’m so glad you could come.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world, Annabelle. Your shop is beautiful, and the gallery is amazing.”

Their conversation continued but Tyler couldn’t follow. His attention had shifted back to Kate.

She looked stunning, covered from neck to ankles in champagne-colored silk. Tyler would’ve never thought a dress that completely covered every inch of a woman’s body could be anything other than concealing.

This one . . .

Hell, this dress conformed to every curve, no matter how slight, and accentuated her femininity to an exponential level.

He wanted to run his hands over the shiny material. Wondered if she was wearing anything under the dress, because he couldn’t see any lines. And he was looking damn hard.

His temperature began to rise and he knew it wasn’t because the gallery was full of people. It was Kate.

Suddenly, Kate stepped up beside Belle and held out her hand, palm up.

“But the set shouldn’t be parted,” Annabelle said.

Set? What set?

His grandmother gasped and he turned to see her expression break into an amazed smile. “Oh, Annabelle, you found the ring.”

Ah. The missing piece of his grandmother’s stolen jewelry. Annabelle had worn the pin, stolen from his grandmother decades ago and lost for years until Annabelle’s late grandfather had bought it at a yard sale, to Haven’s New Year’s Eve party.

Jed, the idiot, had nearly lost Annabelle when she’d overheard him telling Tyler about the piece. She’d thrown it at him in anger the morning after the party, and it’d taken Jed days to find her.

“Actually, Kate did,” Annabelle continued. “She picked it up at one of the stands at Renninger’s Flea Market. If you hadn’t shown up tonight, I would have contacted you tomorrow.”

Beatrice’s smile couldn’t be contained. “Well, now, I’m absolutely stunned.” She turned to Kate with a smile Tyler had learned to be wary of. “Kate, why don’t you give that to Tyler? He’ll hold on to it for me. Won’t you, sweetheart?”

Since he never refused his grandmother anything, he nodded and dutifully held out his hand. “Of course, Nana.”

Their gazes locked as Kate stepped closer. She placed the ring in the center of his palm, her fingertips brushing against his skin for a brief second before she pulled back.

He forced his hand to remain open when all he wanted was to grab her and pull her against him.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Jed and Annabelle exchange soft words and a kiss.

Good for Jed.

Tyler fought the urge to do the same to Kate.

His hand clenched around the ring and he nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Not sure his voice wouldn’t betray his simmering desire for this woman.

Because somewhere in this crowd, he was pretty sure he’d find her fiancé.

He waited for her to move away, to drop his gaze and put him out of his misery.

Instead, she held it. And stepped closer.

Now he caught a whiff of the spicy scent she wore. Not perfume. It didn’t have that underlying astringent smell most perfumes carried. This smelled more organic.

And much more enticing. It made him want to nuzzle his nose into her neck and lick a path from her collarbone to just behind her ear.

“How have you been, Tyler?”

The sound of her voice jolted through him like a mild electric shock. Luckily, he controlled any outward response that could’ve embarrassed the hell out of both of them.

Instead, he nodded. “I’ve been fine. And you?”

She hesitated, her head tilting to one side, as if weighing her response. Or maybe she was reacting to his cold tone. He hadn’t meant to sound so damn distant, but he didn’t want to put her in an awkward position either.

If she were free—

“I’ve been better, actually.”

She smiled but he saw it didn’t reach her eyes.

Irrational fear made his heart pound and sent a chill through his body even as he stepped closer. “Is everything okay?”

She nodded but began to worry her bottom lip with her teeth. “Everything’s fine. I just . . . I mean, there’s nothing physically wrong.”

He frowned, wanting to pull her away from the crowd, from all the people and the noise. Get her alone.

Which wasn’t going to happen.

“Did something happen? Do you need help?”

He’d do whatever she needed, get her whatever she wanted.

The corners of her mouth lifted and he was struck by the fact that he didn’t think he’d ever really seen her smile, as if she didn’t have a worry in the world.

Her smiles were always tinged with . . . something. Not fear, but something that held her back from total enjoyment.

“Actually . . . could we talk for a few minutes? Alone?”

He bit back the immediate urge to say “Absolutely” and hustle her out of the building. She’d think he was an idiot, not to mention it’d probably cause a scene.

He nodded. “Of course. Where—”

She took his hand, the one not holding the ring, and tugged him toward the front room and the door. But not before giving a furtive look over her shoulder.

As if searching for someone. He looked too, but no one appeared to be watching them.

She dropped his hand as they entered the less-crowded front room. She smiled and nodded at a few people but never stopped to talk, kept moving forward. They reached the front door in less than a minute and she pushed through, releasing a barely audible sigh of relief when she stood on the sidewalk.

The cool night air slapped against his senses but didn’t make a dent in his internal temperature, which was working its way to a boil.

And wasn’t helped by the fact that his gaze kept trailing down her back to watch her swaying ass.

You’re a dog.

True. And still, he couldn’t make himself not look. Shit.

He thought she’d stop now that they’d reached the sidewalk in front of the building. Instead, she continued on, not running but not taking a leisurely stroll either. Finally, when she reached the intersection at Main Street, she stopped at the corner and took a deep breath, which she released with an audible rush.

She didn’t say anything right away, just stared straight ahead. He was pretty sure she wasn’t looking at anything in particular.

He, on the other hand, allowed his attention to shift over his surroundings.

Brick townhouses and small wooden homes with picket fences. A beautiful church and a Victorian bed-and-breakfast. Several storefronts farther up the street.

All the properties appeared well-maintained. Quaint described it perfectly.

Considering that he and Jed had just bought a large property not too far from town that they planned to turn into an exclusive spa retreat in the next few months, he should be more interested.

Time enough for that later, he decided.

Right now, he focused all his energy on Kate. He wanted to enjoy these few stolen moments before he had to walk away from her. Again.

He gave her a full minute before he couldn’t keep quiet any longer. “Kate, is everything okay?”

With a sigh, she turned to face him, arms crossed over her chest as if she were cold. Slipping his leather jacket off his shoulders, he wrapped it around hers. She didn’t tell him not to, and he could’ve sworn he saw her shiver, even after she drew it together in front of her.

Her gaze lingered on his for a few seconds before she looked up into the sky.

Following her gaze, he realized he could see a hell of a lot more stars here than he could in center-city Philadelphia.

Nice.

But far less interesting than she was.

“I’ve spent all of my life here,” she finally said. “It’s so peaceful. Quiet.”

Since he had no idea where she was going with this, he nodded, though she couldn’t see because she was still staring up at the sky. “Seems like it would be.”

She looked over her shoulder at him, dark eyes huge. “Are you going to be spending a lot of time up here getting the spa going? Or will Jared handle that?”

Did she want him to be here often? “We have good people in place at Haven, so I’ll probably be able to spend some time here. Jed tends to go a little wild if I’m not around to rein him in occasionally.”

There was that half smile again. “You two work well together. You get along well, too, don’t you?”

“Yeah, we do. Better now that we’re older.”

He took a step closer, unable to stop, but clenched his hands into fists so he wouldn’t reach for her and pull her against him.

Her smile spread. “I bet Jared was a hell-raiser as a teenager.”

Tyler laughed and felt his lips curve in an answering smile. “You could say that.”

Her head tilted to the side. “And you were always the stable one, weren’t you?”

“Would you be surprised if I told you I wasn’t?”

She shook her head and a ribbon of straight silky black hair fell over her shoulder. He wanted to wind it around his hand and tug her closer. “No, because I don’t really know you, do I?”

“True.” He took a deep breath. “Would you like to know me better, Kate?”

She paused, and a deep-seated longing curled through him, tightening his stomach into a knot.

“I broke off my engagement.”

He blinked, momentarily stunned. Then the dark, fiery lust that’d been percolating deep in his gut began to rise. “I’m sorry.”

But he wasn’t. Hell, how could he be sorry when he wanted her so badly his teeth fucking ached with it?

She turned away and tilted her head back to look into the sky again. “I’m not. It was a long time coming and the right thing to do.”

He heard a “but” in there and wanted to prod her until she spilled. Instead, he remained silent, waiting for the rest of the story. He knew there had to be more.

“Arnie’s a nice guy. A real sweetheart.”

Tyler’s jaw clenched but he forced it to release before she turned and caught him looking like he wanted to hurt someone. Mia had literally flinched away from him in fear the few times he’d ever looked at her like this. He’d learned to submerge most of his darker emotions, knowing Mia had loved him enough to satisfy some of his cravings but had been unable to handle all of him. And he’d been okay with that because he’d loved her, and love meant compromise.

He didn’t think Kate was afraid of much of anything.

“He’ll be better off without me.”

His gaze narrowed. “Why do you say that?”

“Because I didn’t love him the way he deserves.”

The caveman part of his brain wanted to pump his fist in the air. Luckily, the more civilized part talked him out of it. “Then he wasn’t the right man for you, Kate.”

She paused. “Do you believe in soul mates?”

Dangerous territory.

He closed the few feet between them so he was standing by her side. The top of her head barely came up to his shoulder and he fought the urge to pull her into his arms and lift her until her eyes were on a level with his . . . and their mouths were aligned.

Stuffing his hands in his pockets, touching the ring she’d given him earlier, he sighed. “I’m not sure anymore. I used to. I even thought I’d found mine. And then she died.”

Those dark eyes met his again, her expression genuinely sorrowful. “I’m so sorry, Tyler. I know how awful it is to lose someone you love. Do you still miss her?”

Did he? “It’s been almost two years. The pain’s more like a dull ache that I know is still there but . . . it doesn’t bother me all the time.”

“But it does still bother you?”

“When I think about her now . . .”

He got angry, more often than not. And that made him feel like shit. So he didn’t think about her.

“What?” she prompted.

He sighed. “I get mad. Which is stupid. Mia had a brain tumor that killed her a year after she was diagnosed. She couldn’t control it. She could do nothing to change it.”

And yet . . .

“So why do you get mad?”

Because if she’d gotten her symptoms checked earlier, she might’ve lived. If she’d fought harder—

“Because I couldn’t do anything for her.”

And it’d been his job to take care of her.

“So now you think you should be able to cure cancer?”

The dry sarcasm in her voice finally drew out his smile, even through thoughts of Mia.

“Maybe I should.”

She huffed. “Yeah, and maybe one day I’ll be able to weave wool into gold.”

Which was as good a segue as any. “Jed told me he talked to you about a lingerie boutique for the spa. He also said you haven’t given him an answer yet.”

She stiffened, and he could’ve kicked himself. He didn’t want to lose her. Didn’t want her to walk away and leave him. Not now.

“That’s because I’m not sure it’s such a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not sure I’m ready to put myself out there like that.”

It was a reasonable doubt, he supposed. Especially for someone who’d never tried it before. “Have you shown your designs to Jed? He has a great eye.”

It was something he and his brother shared, though Jared mainly dealt with art and Tyler with architecture. Lingerie wasn’t much different than art, he figured.

She nodded. “He’s seen some of my pieces.”

Tyler smiled. “Let me guess . . . on Annabelle.”

She arched perfect eyebrows at him. “Of course. No way was I modeling for him.”

Damn right she wasn’t. Tyler would’ve had to punch his brother.

“Then he’s seen that you have talent. Trust me. Jed’s as much a businessman as I am. He wouldn’t have offered if he didn’t think you could do it and make money. Not even to get in good with Annabelle.”

Her gaze shifted away for a split second. “Maybe you’d like to see some of my work? Judge for yourself?”

His throat went completely dry and his heart started to gallop.

Was she offering to model for him? Would he be able to keep his hands off her if she did?

Kate pointed over her shoulder. “My apartment’s just up the street. I could show you a few of my sketches and I have several samples.”

Okay, not offering to model for him. Damn.

He forced a smile. “If you’d like to show me, I’d love to see them.”

Her expression totally transformed. This was the smile he’d been waiting to see. No trace of sarcasm, just pure, sweet pleasure.

His pulse began to pound and his cock throbbed.

“Then follow me,” she said.

He fell into step beside her and silence settled between them, the only sound the click of Kate’s heels against the pavement and the almost inaudible hum of traffic on the highway to the east.

He could almost imagine they were the only two people awake at the moment. A few windows glowed from within but most were dark. Annabelle had probably invited the entire town to the gallery opening.

A few streetlights provided enough illumination for them to make their way along the sidewalk but didn’t glare down at them.

The air smelled fresher here, cleaner. Philadelphia air always had an underlying scent of decay and diesel fumes.

It took only a minute to reach their destination—a three-story, brick town house with a small porch.

“My apartment’s on the second floor,” she said as she pushed open the white picket gate between her townhouse and the identical one next to it. “The entrance is on the side.”

A security light flashed on and he released the breath he hadn’t been aware he’d been holding.

As a city dweller, you learned to be wary of shadows. It’d be so easy for someone to hide in the dark spots along the side of the house, waiting for her to return. She hadn’t even looked for danger before opening the gate.

As they walked up the wooden stairs along the side of the house, he allowed his gaze to drop again to the slight sway of her slim ass beneath the dress. His hands clenched, his fingers practically itching to touch her. He wanted to crowd up against her and bend her over right here. Ease up her dress, unzip his pants, and slide his cock between her thighs and inside.

He managed to clamp down on those thoughts before she reached the landing at the top and opened the door, ushering him inside and closing the door behind her.

She’d left a light on and the room that came into view made him smile.

It fit her.

Bright red walls with deep purple curtains on the two large windows at the front of the building. A gold love seat and a purple and gold patterned chaise formed a small seating area in front of a tiny, ornate fireplace on the left side of the room with a TV in the corner. Pictures covered the walls, all in different frames. Sketches, photos, watercolors, oils. He couldn’t discern a theme but the jumble seemed to work well together.

“Would you like something to drink? I don’t have much alcohol but I do have soda.”

He turned to find her in the small kitchen area at the back of the house. Bright white cabinets and counters and a small round table with four chairs, all in black, looked pristine.

Everything had a place in her apartment and everything was in its place.

“Soda’s fine.”

As she turned to the refrigerator, he caught a glimpse of what looked like her workroom behind the living room. The jumble of color drew him closer. He knew he shouldn’t be traipsing around her home, poking into places, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself.

He reached for the light switch on the wall and the second he flipped it, he realized he had to have the woman in his bed or die trying.

Holy hell. He was going to have to give Jed a raise, which meant nothing considering they split the profits fifty-fifty. Still . . . Jesus.

“I’ve been a sketching demon the past couple of weeks. Obviously it’s not all good. Some of it’s crap, actually, but—”

“Kate. Nothing in here is crap.”

Actually, the word he’d use would be amazing.

She’d tapped into every man’s secret sexual fantasies. Tiny bits of lace and satin stitched together in ways designed to fuel a man’s desires.

The short back wall had been lined with shelves, where mounds of fabric were separated according to color. In the front of the room, a sewing table and drafting table sat facing one another in front of the large double window.

Another table topped with a grid formed a triangle with the other two.

Most of the room, however, was given over to dress forms.

There were at least eight and all wore lingerie. Other pieces hung from a thin metal cable that stretched along the entire length of the white side wall.

Every piece enticed him to stroke it, rub it between his fingers. Or tear it off a willing woman’s body.

All colors of the rainbow. Every conceivable fabric. Lace, satin, velvet, silk, cotton. Even a few pieces of leather. Panties, thongs, bras, corsets.

Did all the air in the room just evaporate?

His cock responded with a surge and he took some time to will his erection to recede. At least to the point that it wouldn’t be so damn obvious.

When she brushed by him, his skin broke out in gooseflesh.

She headed toward one of the mannequins displaying a camisole created from sheer cream lace and triangles of peach satin that would barely cover a woman’s nipples. “I’m not sure I like the peach and the cream on this piece. I think it may be too subtle.”

Hoping like hell his voice wouldn’t crack on him, he said, “I think it’s beautiful.” And would look amazing on her with her coloring.

She slid a glance over her shoulder at him, a shy smile curving her lips. Since shy wasn’t really a word he associated with Kate, it charmed him all to hell.

“Thank you. I’ve been spending most of my spare time working on designs, but now I need to get a few more models, a few different shapes and sizes. Some pieces just naturally look better on women with a certain body type. But I want to make sure I have pieces for everybody and not just flat-chested models or busty porn stars.” She paused to take a breath, her mouth twisting in a grimace. “And I’m probably not making any sense at all.”

“Makes perfect sense to me.”

Her smile grew a little wider.

“This style”—she pointed to the camisole—“is made to enhance a woman with a smaller bust. This one”—she reached for a deep purple bra with ruffled straps and see-through lace cups and waved it at him—“absolutely needs a woman who can fill it out.” He nodded, not trusting himself to speak right now.

“This is my favorite place in the whole world,” she continued. “I can lose myself in here for hours. I love the texture of the fabrics. I even love the sound of the machine. It reminds me of music after a while.”

She paused, but he didn’t want her to stop. “How long have you been sewing?”

“Oh, I’ve been designing clothing since I was a kid. I started asking my parents for a sewing machine when I was seven. They finally bought me one when I was ten, when they were sure I wouldn’t sew my fingers together. I’d spend entire weekends in my bedroom, making dresses for my dolls and later for my friends.”

“Sounds like you knew exactly what you wanted to do with your life at an early age.”

The smile she’d been wearing faded. “I did. I was going to be a costume designer.” She let out a deep sigh. “And then my mom died a month before graduation.”

He heard deep sorrow in those few words. “Kate. I’m sorry.”

She shrugged. “It’s been years but I still have that ache you talked about earlier. And I never made it to New York. I work for a dry cleaner and hem wedding dresses and suits for a living. Far cry from designing stage costumes.” Her eyes flashed at him, daring him. “Are you really sure you want to take a chance on an unproven designer? Don’t get me wrong. I’m not trying to talk you out of it. I know how big an opportunity this is for me. But . . .”

She was nervous. He understood that. But she couldn’t let it paralyze her. “After seeing your work, I think Jed is absolutely right. Your pieces are beautiful. Sensual.” He paused then decided to go for it. “Arousing.”

Her eyes widened, her lips parting as if she couldn’t get enough air. Blood pounded through his veins, lust driving it.

Then he froze. Was he really going to do this? Was he really going to seduce her?

It wasn’t like she’d be the first woman he slept with since Mia’s death. There’d been others. Okay, there’d been two. But neither of them had been anything other than a release.

And yes, he realized how that sounded. Cold. Unemotional.

But he’d been careful to choose women who were looking for the same. And the Salon—the secret play room that Jed had created at Haven—catered to several women whose tastes matched his own.

Which should be a major consideration here.

Kate had no idea what he liked, in what direction his tastes lay.

Would he shock her? Would she think he was a freak?

Or, like Mia, would she be willing to experiment?

“I live in a very small town.” Her voice never wavered. “And I just broke off my engagement.”

He heard what she was saying. She didn’t have to spell things out.

But he wasn’t going to give up. Not this time. Not when, as she’d just reiterated, she was no longer engaged.

“Would you like to come back to Philadelphia with me tonight? It’s still early. We have a local jazz quartet playing in the bar tonight. If we leave now, we can make their late set.”

She didn’t say no right away and he took that as encouragement.

“You’d be my guest. I’ll have a room reserved for you.” He wanted her to know he didn’t expect her to sleep with him. Even though he was praying she’d end up under him somewhere in the hotel. “I’d like to spend time with you, Kate.”

He could wait, would have to wait. She wasn’t ready for anything more, not after breaking up with the man she’d thought she was going to marry.

He didn’t want to rush her.

Silently, she weighed the situation, her gaze never leaving his.

Shit. Had he moved too fast? Maybe he should’ve waited. He’d be spending a lot of time at the spa. They’d have time to get acquainted. He’d make sure of it.

But, damn it, he didn’t want to wait. He felt like his life had been in a holding pattern since Mia had first been diagnosed. Like he’d taken one big breath that day in the doctor’s office and hadn’t released it yet.

After at least thirty seconds, her chin tilted up. “I’d love to. Just let me pack an overnight bag.”

He released his breath on a sigh of relief and her smile made him want to pump his fist in the air.

Nodding, he pulled out his phone. “I’ll let Jed know I’m heading out.”

Three

[image: image]

The drive to Philadelphia took only an hour at this time of night, and Kate questioned her decision every other second.

When she looked out the window and saw the fields and trees flash by along the Pennsylvania Turnpike, she debated asking Tyler to turn around.

But when she turned to tell him to take her home, she knew she really didn’t want to go.

She had to be honest with herself. She’d wanted Tyler since the first moment she’d met him.

And she’d be damned if she let nerves interfere with the opportunity to spend time with him. Tyler Golden drew her in a way no one ever had.

He didn’t speak much but, when he did, she hung on his every word. His deep voice practically mesmerized. Hell, her panties were already damp and that was only from listening to his few and far between comments.

They hadn’t kept up a running conversation but she didn’t feel uncomfortable. She felt cocooned. The leather car seat conformed to her body; the soft jazz issuing from the speakers murmured to her.

As they got closer to the city, her attention focused solely on Tyler. She watched his lips as he spoke, watched his hands grip the wheel. Felt her body tense as she thought about those hands caressing her.

The amount of traffic in the city at ten at night amazed her, which then made her feel like a real hick. Adamstown rolled up its sidewalks by nine at the latest, no matter what was going on.

When they finally pulled up to the hotel and Tyler drove down the ramp into the underground parking facility, she thought she had a handle on her uncertainty.

After he’d parked in a gated area, he threw the keys to a young attendant who came rushing out of the booth.

Kate waited as they exchanged a few words, then Tyler got her bag from the trunk before he walked around to open her door and help her out.

He would have released her but she twined her fingers with his and watched his gaze narrow and his expression sharpen with intensity.

A shiver of need worked its way up her spine and she couldn’t help but think how he would look at her when he took her to bed.

That was exactly what she wanted and she wasn’t going to give up the opportunity.

No matter what happened in the future, she was grabbing hold of tonight and not letting go until she got what she wanted.

Tyler. In a bed. Making her scream.

Okay, she might give up the screaming for a simple orgasm that she didn’t have to work so damn hard for.

Arnie had never—

No. No thoughts of Arnie tonight.

“Would you like to see your room or should I have your bag sent up so we can go to the bar?”

“Do you think I should change
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