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      "Steamy sex and danger! BETTING ON BOTH is a party in New Orleans with a brooding bodyguard and a sultry musician who are willing to meet the demands of a hotelier with something to prove. The chemistry between these three is off-the-charts!" — USA Today bestseller Jamie K Schmidt

      

      "Sheryl Nantus' BETTING ON BOTH has everything I love about ménage romances with tortured characters, high-stakes complications and forbidden passions. She has truly upped the ante with this trio whose emotional and sensual connection is nothing short of explosive." — Sara Brookes, Award-winning author of "Riding Irish"

      

      "Ménage, mystery and two hot men. Cajun heat takes on a whole new meaning in Sheryl Nantus's latest." — Christine D'Abo, Award-winning author of "30 Nights
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      "New Orleans. What the hell am I going to do in New Orleans?" Kat McMaster put her hands on her hips and looked out the office window. The New York City skyline sprawled in front of her, various buildings stabbing into the air.

      She turned to face the antique wooden desk and the man sitting behind it. "Seriously. What?"

      Jacob McMaster leaned back in his chair and eyed her, fingertips pressed together. "Learn how to run a business." The nearly-bald man wore his usual daily attire, a black three-piece suit from his private tailor. Casual Day was an extinct creature in the McMaster offices; the staff expected to dress professionally every day without exception.

      She'd worn a black skirt and white blouse, a black suit jacket completing her outfit. When summoned by her grandfather, she knew showing up in anything less wouldn't cut it. Her long dark brown hair was in a tight bun, pulling at her scalp.

      "I know how to run a business," Kat snapped. "I graduated top of my class, didn't I? I've worked two years in New York City and in Los Angeles at our properties, slogging away under your assistants' killer stares. Every move I made, everything I did was scrutinized and watched. Now I'm ready to go out on my own, make my mark on the world as a McMaster." She clamped her mouth shut, forcing herself to edit her thoughts before speaking. She knew the business, had damned well grown up at the Old Man's knee, picking it up by osmosis.

      But she also had her mother's temper, a fiery beast hard to keep at bay. It'd gotten loose a few times and she'd paid for it.

      She caught her breath and counted silently, biding her time.

      Her grandfather nodded, the ancient pipe bobbing between his lips. "And you were competent. I got the reports, you did very well running the hotels and the casinos. But taking charge of a full property on your own, without any supervision—that's another thing."

      Kat dug her fingernails into her palms, forcing herself to calm down. No one had ever won an argument with the Old Man and she doubted she'd be the first.

      She might be his granddaughter but blood only went so far, even for the McMaster family.

      "You want to take over the Belle Dame in Vegas." He rose slowly from the desk and orbited the room, pipe in hand. It wasn't lit, the latest in an attempt for him to cut back on his chain smoking. "Harry Willow's retiring and you want his place."

      She nodded.

      The well-chewed black mouthpiece stabbed the air over and over. "One of our top-of-the-line hotels and casinos. You think I'm going to hand it over to you without seeing if you can fly solo at a smaller, more manageable site first?"

      Kat winced at his words, feeling them hit home. It had sounded a lot better on paper when she'd sent him the request a week ago, demanding she be allowed to take charge of one of the McMaster crown jewels.

      "Katherine. When your parents passed, God rest their souls, I vowed to take care of you. Your mother..." Jacob paused and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand before continuing. "She meant the world to me. And I've done the best I could for you. I've seen you through your teenage rebellion years and saw you through to university. You've done us proud and I've never thought for a second that you weren't capable, that you weren’t able to take your place in the McMaster business empire." He eyed her. "I know I won't be here forever. Your uncles will take over when I'm gone as well as you and your cousins. I've prepared for that. You'll have your place. But not before you show me you deserve it and you can handle it."

      Kat stayed silent.

      "Daniel and Stephanie have a few years to go before they graduate. You're the first of the new generation moving into the business. I expect you to set an example for them. It's not going to be walking into one of our most successful complexes and taking over. Anyone can do that, take a winner and keep on winning. I want to see you add onto the McMaster legacy, expand our properties. We've got to keep moving, keep growing. Without growth you grow stagnant, stale. It's been the death of many a company and I won't have it happen here."

      Jacob returned to his desk and sat. He studied the pages in front of him before shuffling them together. "I'm giving you the Majestic in New Orleans. It's a small hotel and riverboat casino. We acquired it a month ago and it's bleeding red, has been for years. Go down, fix it up, turn a profit, and I'll consider your request to go to Vegas. You leave in three days, give you time to pack and do research. Get the files from Helen on your way out."

      The tone left no room for discussion.

      Kat turned to leave but a grunt from the Old Man held her in place.

      "I'm also assigning you a personal bodyguard. Your usual security team won't be good enough this time."

      "What?" She couldn't bite back her annoyance this time. "Why?"

      He looked inside the bowl of his pipe and scowled. "Last thing I need is for you to get into trouble." Jacob raised one eyebrow. "Of any type."

      Kat pressed her lips together into a tight line, choking back the words. Sure, she'd been a bit of a hellion during high school and college, but she hadn't gotten into that much trouble...

      The tabloid cover flashed into her mind's eye, the past rushing up to remind her of exactly how much trouble she'd gotten into.

      Her, a bedsheet and a room of frat boys dressed in makeshift togas.

      MCMASTER HEIR RUNS WILD! had been the headline.

      It wasn't technically true, not that it mattered to the gossip sheets.

      The party hadn't been that wild and she'd been with her sorority sisters, just not when the photographer had come around.

      But the damage had been done. It'd earned her a nasty phone call from Jacob and a threat to cut her off if she didn't stay out of the papers. Her security team had been reassigned and she'd gotten new babysitters.

      The message had been heard, loud and clear.

      "Why now?" She waved her hand at the wall. "That was two years ago. I've behaved myself."

      "True. You've kept your nose clean and there's been no incidents." He locked eyes with her, his cool steel blue matching hers for fire and intensity. "But you're flying solo in a city where we have no presence, no one on the ground to help you out or provide protection. New Orleans is a world unto itself. I don't want any surprises. You're still a McMaster and the name carries a risk all by itself." He paused. "I want to keep you safe, Kat. Is that too much for me to ask?"

      Kat shook her head, pulling back the angry rant she'd been preparing. Her grandfather had been the major player in her life for over a decade and she owed him for stepping up and raising her.

      Besides, she told herself, I can easily sidestep a babysitter if I need to.

      "He'll meet you at the airport. Good man, been working for us a long time. Might make a good security director one day." He nodded. "Call me when you get settled, give me your impressions and preliminary report on the renovations. Stay safe and remember, I love you."

      His attention went to the images on his laptop, dismissing her with a wave.

      Kat smiled and walked around the desk to hug him and kiss his cheek, enjoying the gruff laugh from the bear-like figure.

      Family was always family.
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      "New Orleans? Are you serious?" Cole Harrison shook his head. "Who did I tick off to get this assignment?" He glared at David Keller, his boss. "What did I do wrong?"

      "Nothing. Look at it as a final test." They were in his office, perched atop one of the McMaster buildings in New York City. "I've already arranged for a team to meet you there, help you revamp the personnel, update the security systems. You take point, take care of Kat McMaster, and she'll take care of you. Do your job and in six months I'll get you out of there. Prove yourself and you'll be able to write your own ticket anywhere within the organization. Las Vegas, Atlantic City, overseas, you name it."

      "But she's—"

      "She's a McMaster," David snapped. "Her last name is on your paycheck every week. So don't underestimate the importance of getting this right. Stay the course, keep her safe." He eyed Cole, forehead furrowed with curiosity. "What's your problem?"

      Cole shook his head. "I'm tired of babysitting the high rollers and the misbehaving big names who want to have fun but not get caught by the tabloids." He rubbed the back of his neck, fingers scratching over the skin. "I've smuggled my share of 'escorts' down the stairwells and given them a wad of cash before putting them in limos. I've made sure photographers didn't get the money shot because someone forgot to wear their underwear; jostled their arms and bumped cameras to the ground. This is more of the same and I'm worn out."

      "I understand. But her rebellious days seem to be behind her and you shouldn't have to deal with any of that. Look, you're damned good at your job and I need the best on this. And that would be you." David looked at the file. "She's always had a team around her but it's also been on McMaster territory. This is a new hotel in a new city and we can't risk anyone taking a run at her." He pointed at Cole. "Which is why I need you there. Stay close, be her shadow.  Do your time and I promise you a transfer to the Belle Dame or any other McMaster location you want once the job's done."

      Cole stayed quiet, keeping the biggest reason he didn't want to be Kat McMaster's bodyguard secret.

      He'd seen the pictures in her file. The tabloid images from a few years ago, the bedsheet barely covering her creamy white skin as she laughed with her peers and waved at the camera. The long brown hair falling over her breasts, the makeshift toga loose on her slender form. The playful blue eyes calling to him to be very, very naughty.

      The most recent personnel files showed she hadn't lost any of her appeal, the official photograph of her wearing a business suit and holding a clipboard failing to detract from his initial flush of desire upon seeing her earlier pictures.

      The woman was, in a word, gorgeous.

      It'd be easier if she was a wobbly old senior, using her walker to get around. Instead Kat McMaster had to be a hot, available woman who not only possessed a fabulous body but a sharp mind to match.

      He'd be around a woman he couldn't touch, a stray thought away from dropping his guard and putting her in danger.

      "You leave in three days—I'll send you the personnel list, let you check it over. Transfer in who you want, you've got total authority on this. Don't worry." David smiled. "She'll be locked up in her office trying to resurrect a dead hotel and casino. How much trouble can she get into?"

      

      A few days later…

      Cole held back a growl as he studied the planes lined up on the tarmac. The only plane he wanted to be on was one going straight to Vegas and to the job he should have running the Belle Dame security department. Instead he was waiting for his new charge to arrive, fashionably late and setting them behind schedule. All he wanted was to get to New Orleans and this assignment. The faster it started, the faster it'd be over.

      And Katherine McMaster would be out of his life forever.

      "So you're my new babysitter."

      The soft voice cut through the residual noise around him, snapping him to attention.

      He turned around.

      The brunette walking toward him was exactly what he'd expected. The short white dress tight in all the right places, and with a swooping crescent in front, highlighting a cleavage a man could joyfully die in. The loud, glittering jewelry adorning every inch of skin along with a set of expensive sunglasses. Her long hair was pulled into a ponytail, the edges brushing the small of her back.

      A man followed close behind, juggling three suitcases.

      "I'm Cole Harrison." He tilted his head. "Head of your security detail."

      His pulse shot skyward as she lowered her sunglasses and scanned him, a touch of a smile on her lips. She dragged her eyes over his body, hovering at his waist just long enough to send a delicious flash of heat through his groin.

      He couldn't help but do the same.

      It was hard not to devour her with his eyes, his libido already drawing up suggestions for some naughty dream fantasies in the future.

      After a long minute she nodded. "You'll do." Kat glided up the steps and into the plane. "Let's get the hell out of here."

      The luggage carrier chuckled as he handed off the suitcases to the nearby handler. "Got a winner there, buddy. Good luck."

      Cole scowled and boarded the jet.

      

      They'd been in the air a good half-hour before he approached the back of the plane where Kat sat, sipping on what he assumed to be champagne. The window shade was up and she seemed to be studying the clouds.

      He cleared his throat, drawing her attention.

      "If you're not busy, I thought we'd lay out the rules of engagement." He sat opposite her, noting her unwavering stare. "That way everything'll be clear when we get to the hotel."

      "Let's." She raised her glass and waved the steward over, jingling the ice cubes. "A drink for my big, tough man here. And more club soda for me."

      Cole held back his surprise at her drink choice.

      The man hovered over them, waiting for instructions.

      "Coffee. Black. Thank you." Cole turned his attention back to Kat. "You understand I'm here to protect you. Keep you safe from harm." He glanced at the small airplane window. "There's going to be an entire team there monitoring your movements and standing guard, but I'm in charge. You have any issues, any problems, any requests regarding security, you talk to me. I'll be with you every place you go; every shopping trip, every nightclub, every time you step off of the hotel grounds. Your suite will have a connecting door to my own room." He paused. "If you wish to entertain, I'll need to vet the person or persons before you'll be allowed to have them in your room."

      Her eyes locked with his with laser intensity. "I see. Well, I suspect you'll be bored stiff." She nodded at the steward as he returned with the drinks. "I had my wild time and that's in the past. I plan to spend most of my time in the office trying to figure out how to get the Majestic back on top. If it means working late, and overtime, I'm prepared to do that. And I don't plan to have any visitors in my suite or in my bed." Kat smiled. "Sorry if I'm not meeting your expectations. I'm not the party girl you saw in the tabloids a few years ago."

      He took the coffee and thanked the server. "There's plenty of reasons to have me around that aren't associated with your indiscretions in university. You're one of the heirs to a fortune and it makes you a target. I'll be there if you need me."

      "And what qualifies you for that honor?" Kat sipped her refreshed drink. "A few self-defense courses at your local gym?"

      "Two tours in Iraq and Afghanistan." Cole resisted the urge to shrug off his suit jacket and unbutton his shirt to display his battle scars. "Ground pounder. I'll be able to take care of you."

      Her eyes dropped to his chest, studying him again. "Indeed. We'll see about that."

      

      Kat resisted the urge to hold her breath. The man was hotter than hot.

      The toned muscles under his shirt showed his excellent physique, the way he carried himself evidence he'd done his time in the military. She could have checked his résumé but his alert status said it all. The way his eyes scanned the area around her, behind her as she strolled up to the plane—how he evaluated the man carrying her luggage, assessing him as a possible security risk.

      This wasn't a rented wannabee cop looking for a free ride and all the ass he could grab.

      This man was a professional from the top of his short cropped brown hair to his polished black shoes.

      He was also damned handsome. The buzz cut actually added to his features with his piercing blue eyes and strong jawline making her feel safer just by his presence. He gave off an aura of security, a buffering zone around him of comfort and control.

      And yet...

      Kat felt a dangerous shiver sneak up her spine, a frisson of desire stroking her insides as she imagined what he'd be like unleashed. What lay under that sharply ironed white shirt; what did he hide under those black pants? What was Cole Harrison like when he wasn't in charge, when he wasn't in control?

      Kat forced herself to look away from him before her focus went elsewhere, places she didn't dare let it go.

      She had work to do and none of it involved rolling the sexy bodyguard. He might be a distraction for a night but she didn't have the luxury of thinking about that—not now.

      She reached over and pulled the window shade down before opening her laptop and focusing in on the business she had to save if she wanted to get out of New Orleans.

      The image of a riverboat flashed on the screen, the old-style paddle fixed in place and useless. It had been a legitimate working vessel once upon a time, but now it'd been gutted from the inside out and renovated to hold as many gambling machines and gaming tables as possible. Two floors with a dance club at one end, a live entertainment venue.

      Kat tried not to look at Cole. He'd be spending a lot of time there, making sure the staff knew what to look for and keeping them honest. His responsibilities weren't only to stand around and take care of her; he'd be in charge of revamping the security system and making sure both the hotel visitors and the gamblers were protected in every way possible.

      The outside of the riverboat was gaudily painted in a series of red, orange, white and blue with Christmas tree lights strung from stem to stern. She cringed, making a note to start shuffling paint designs immediately. While wild color schemes might enhance the appeal of some places, this wasn't one of them.

      It was her job to make it beautiful again, appealing to the tourists who wanted a bit of New Orleans magic and hoped Lady Luck would reach down and tap them on the shoulder.

      Next to it sat a beautiful building, or it had been in its prime. The Majestic had begun life as a hotel servicing those who traveled the waterways, but like the paddleboat, it had fallen into disrepair over the decades and now was only a shadow of its old Southern legacy.  Since people began deciding to spend their money at newer, more modern hotels and casinos, the Majestic had slipped to the bottom of the list for visitors to New Orleans. A brief computer search showed single-star reviews on the review sites, most of the complaints mentioning the lack of enthusiasm from the staff and lousy decor.

      The building stood only ten stories high, short compared with the other hotels competing for visitors.  The room occupancy was in single digits and it'd been an act of charity to keep the full staff on since McMaster purchased the hotel a month ago.

      Kat studied the images of the hotel lobby, the worn furniture and sagging chairs making her wince. Faded red curtains hung everywhere, covering what she suspected was peeling paint and wallpaper. Pictures of landscapes hung in old wooden frames, most of them not even depicting New Orleans.

      It reminded Kat of an old woman sitting in a rocking chair on the porch of a rooming house, telling tales of when she was young and popular, of the men rushing to court her with classic Southern hospitality and manners. But no one came to see her anymore and she sat there waiting, waiting for suitors who weren't interested in wooing the senior citizen.

      It was... sad.

      Now Kat had to come in and work her magic, turn the Majestic into a profitable hotel and casino. The reconstruction was going to take weeks, if not months, and the business would continue to bleed red.

      But the physical issues weren't only her concern.

      She tapped on the staff listing, going to the top of the virtual page.

      The image flared up with a touch of her finger.

      The manager, Max Hopper, had been instructed to meet them on arrival. He'd been installed a year ago under the previous owners, and hadn't managed to turn a profit despite having a free hand with the property.

      Another tap of her finger brought up the assistant manager, Julien Devereaux. It was a group picture with Max, the housekeeping staff behind them in a smiling, cheerful mob.

      Max had a worried look on his face, the gray on his temples standing out from his short black hair.

      Julien looked quite different. The eyes caught her attention first, dark and hypnotizing. Long brown hair sweeping off his shoulders, daring her to order him into a haircut. He stood beside Max with a cocky smirk, his hands jammed into his pockets. The black shirt was unbuttoned almost to his waist, showing off his bare chest.

      He didn't look like any assistant manager she'd met before.

      Another click brought up Julien's work history. He'd started out as a blackjack dealer not long before Hurricane Katrina had blasted New Orleans. While many had fled the city he'd stayed, refusing to evacuate. Afterward, he'd volunteered at various charities—rebuilding the city bit by bit as it recovered.

      At the same time, Julien had taken night courses, getting a business degree as he climbed the ranks at various establishments. And yet... he'd stalled at the Majestic for some reason, staying at the hotel two years so far, even when Max had been parachuted in over his head. Julien had stayed there beyond what any other assistant manager had. With his work experience he could have gone elsewhere and demanded twice the salary.

      So why had he stayed?

      Kat closed the file.

      The man could be on the take, padding his salary with money stolen from the casino. She drew her finger along the virtual jawline, noting the cheeky sneer he gave the camera.

      You might be a handsome bastard, but if you're dirty you're gone.

      She turned her attention back to the waiting bodyguard.

      "How good are you at throwing someone out on the street?"

      A smile tugged at Cole's lips. "I believe that's part of my job description."

      She returned the grin with interest. "Good. I might have need of those particular skills."

      Kat couldn't help looking at his hands. Strong, calloused, capable.

      It took a concentrated effort to not think about what they'd be like on her bare skin.

      

      Upon landing at Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport, they transferred from the McMaster private jet to a helicopter.

      Kat couldn't help but flash back to the news reports from the hurricane's attack as they flew, the televised images of the flooded streets and stranded people waving for help. The National Guard helicopters plucking children off the rooftops and the horrific images of refugees begging for help and the final exodus: the tour buses taking many families to a new life from which they never returned, rebuilding in another city.

      Some had predicted New Orleans would never recover, that Katrina had been a death blow to the city.

      They'd been proven wrong.

      She hoped she'd be able to add to the city's success and recovery.

      The helicopter hovered over the fading H on the roof for a second before coming to a soft landing. Kat let out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding and stared out into the sunset.

      It was beautiful, the different pinks and oranges creating the illusion of heaven on the horizon. They were on the edge of the city, facing out onto the river and, not so far away, the Gulf of Mexico.

      She couldn't imagine a more tranquil setting.

      The attendant opened the helicopter door and a wave of humidity hit her, choking the words in her throat. It was as if she'd jumped in a pool, the moist heat soaking her white dress.

      Kat didn't notice Cole had come around from the other side until he was there, helping her down as the attendant who had flown in with them unpacked her luggage.

      "Where—" she glanced around the rooftop, "Where is everyone?"

      She wasn't expecting a coronation, but the pebbled surface was empty without so much as a single hotel employee to welcome her.

      "They knew we were coming," Cole said.

      As if on cue the door to the stairwell flew open and a man emerged. His purple shirt was open almost to the waist and he wore black pants, tight in all the right places.

      Kat recognized Julien Devereaux, her heartbeat increasing as she ran through the scenarios that would put him here. None of which included good things for her or the Majestic.

      He strolled to them with his arms open and a wide grin, showing off a bright smile that momentarily disarmed her annoyance.

      "Sorry I'm a few minutes late. There were some issues I had to deal with." He bowed to Kat. "Assistant Manager Julien Devereaux, at your service."

      She paused, caught between his gentlemanly approach and hard business. "Where's Max?"

      Julien frowned, tilting his head to one side. "Pardon me?"

      "Max Hopper. Your boss?" She had to raise her voice as the helicopter rose to head back to the airport, buffeting them with a hot wind. She put her hands on her hips to emphasize her words, ignoring the dress whipping around her legs. "The manager. He should be the one to meet me here."

      "Ah, yes." He smiled. "Mr. Hopper won't be coming today. Actually, he's probably at the airport by now." He swept a hand toward the stairwell. "If you please."

      "Airport?" Kat frowned as he led her through the small entrance. "I don't understand. I told him I'd be coming in by helicopter."

      "He's cut and run." Cole's dry statement shot through the dim lighting as the elevator doors opened, ready to take them into the bowels of the hotel. "And left Julien here to pick up the pieces."

      The smile flashed again, reminding her of a Cheshire Cat on the prowl. "Yes. That's basically what's happened."

      Kat ground her teeth together, feeling the muscles at the back of her neck tighten. She had been at the Majestic all of three minutes and already things were going to hell. "Okay. First, take me to my office."

      

      All of the offices were on the hotel's main floor. The elevator ride was silent, both men standing beside her.

      As soon as they stepped out Julien sent the elevator back to the rooftop for her luggage. He led them through a side corridor to the office.

      "This isn't one of the main elevators," she said.

      "No. We use it for roof access only." Julien smiled at a housekeeper as the uniformed woman brushed by, pushing a cleaning cart. "It gives a certain degree of privacy if it doesn't open out into the lobby. For those visitors who want a discreet arrival." He paused in front of an unmarked door. "Here we are." He pushed it opened and led them in.

      She stepped in and looked around. The room reeked of tobacco, the bare shelves and walls signaling a hasty retreat for the previous owner.

      "This was Max's office." Kat moved to sit behind the antique rosewood desk, caressing the varnished wood with both hands before sitting.

      The man did have good taste in furniture. The leather chair had thick, luxurious cushions pulling her into its embrace. She resisted the urge to wriggle her hips and wallow in the comfortable seat.

      At least the idiot had done something right. Given the amount of time it was going to take to clean up the mess, she could at least do it in comfort.

      "It was." Julien gestured to a small box in the corner containing a few books and garish trophies. "I was finishing when you arrived. He took his personal effects and left the rest. I assumed you'd want to put up your own items." He wrinkled his nose. "And get an air freshener from housekeeping."

      "I do. And I will." She entwined her fingers and leaned in, locking the man in her sights. "Am I going to check the books and find Max gave himself a generous bonus on the way out?"

      "No." Julien shook his head. "Max might not have been a good manager but he was an honest one." He tapped his bare chest where the purple shirt hung open. "I, however, believe in the concept of trust, but verify. I made sure he left with nothing more than what he was owed."

      "I'll still be checking the books."

      "Of course." He settled in the leather-bound chair opposite her. "I expect you to. And to hold me responsible if there's any errors." His attention went to Cole, now standing in the corner of the room like a Greek statue. "Is he really necessary?"

      Kat glanced at Cole. "I guess so."

      Cole took the initiative. "I'm here to keep her safe from any and all dangers." He eyed Julien. "You never know where trouble will come from."

      Julien returned the glare with interest, holding his own.

      Kat saw the tension between them, the invisible rubber band growing taut. She couldn't help enjoy the flash of heat spiraling through her veins at seeing both men face off over who would be in the same room as her. It was a hell of a sensual rush she hadn't experienced before, running straight to her inner core as she watched them duel.

      A second later Julien gave a nod, conceding the silent battle.

      Cole smiled and stayed silent.

      Kat opened her briefcase and withdrew a stack of file folders as well as her laptop, forcing her attention away from the mental joust. "How many of the staff has given their notice? I'm assuming Max wasn't the only one running for cover when the place changed hands."

      Julien crossed his legs and leaned back in the chair. "Not many. Most of them have been here for years. A change in ownership means little to them. A different name at the top of the check doesn't matter as long as it doesn't bounce."

      She studied his face, enjoying the way one edge of his mouth twisted upward in a never-ending smile. "How many of them shouldn't be here?"

      "A few. But you know that already." He lifted a hand and waved at the stack on her desk. "You've done your research."

      "I have. And I'll be letting some people go immediately." She opened a folder. "I'm assuming you're willing to move up and take the job as manager."

      "Of course." He grinned. "Until you find someone better."

      Kat stared at him. "I might." She scanned the page. "Why do you think the Majestic is having a hard time turning a profit?"

      "Because no one respects her history." Julien swept a hand at the walls. "This is not just an old property with a hotel and a riverboat sitting here. They have their own personalities, their—" His eyes narrowed. "Their ghosts."

      "The place is haunted? Do tell." Kat propped up her chin in one hand, smiling. "Please elaborate on these wraiths and lost souls running rampant through the hallways. Maybe we can add them to the publicity brochures." Her attention went to Cole. "Or maybe we can hire them for additional security. Be useful to have a ghost in every room."

      "I know it sounds strange to you, an outsider." Julien cast a glance over his shoulder at Cole. "And definitely to you. But here in New Orleans ghosts and spirits are very real and to be respected." His eyes returned to lock with hers, dark and soft. "And loved."

      She held back a shiver, the verbal caress sending a tingling over her skin.

      Julien continued speaking. "The Majestic was once a grand hotel, catering to those who traveled on the river. They came and they drank and they lived and they died. The rich and the poor alike, because one could become rich overnight and lose it all in the morning dawn." Julien spoke in a low, gentle voice—almost hypnotic. "They fell in love here and they enjoyed life, the ups and the downs. But the world changed, the wheel turned, and an era vanished. It all went away and no one remembered the past and paid their respects to it." He gestured at the wall behind her. "The previous owners, they wanted nothing more than to make money. They threw up the lights and the bright signs, tossed in the noisy, flashy machines and the poker tables and played the tourists for all they were worth. But that's not what the Majestic can offer you."

      Julien got to his feet.

      Cole stiffened as Julien approached her, gesturing at the walls. He moved around the desk to stand over her as he continued his speech.

      "Your grandfather has the right idea with the general renovations he's ordered, but you need to take it further. Let the workmen not only clean off the outside, but also the inside. Restore the old lady to what she was and have her show her true self to the tourists, to the people who don't want a gaudy prostitute offering her wares. Show them the grand old dame and let them relax in her presence, play their games, and know they're in the presence of royalty. Let them feel the history, feel the heritage of those who have come before and offer them a chance to become part of the story, the never-ending story of the Majestic." He spoke the last word with a French accent, rolling the word off his tongue and turning it into a romantic ballad.

      Silence fell over the office.

      Kat swallowed, unwilling and unable to move. Julien's words had frozen her in place, the smooth phrasing moving her more than any other pitch she'd heard in and out of the boardroom.

      Or bedroom.

      Her attention went to his hands as he held them in the air; long, slender fingers weaving invisible lines in the air.

      She couldn't take her eyes off of him, her imagination kicking in to wonder what he'd be like in another time and place. A troubadour, a bard spinning tales and wooing women with his powerful tongue.

      Cole coughed into his hand.

      Julien looked at him and laughed, breaking the spell. He took a step back from Kat and returned to his chair. He grinned as he sat, watching her intently.

      "You must forgive me. I'm a bit of a romantic."

      Kat felt as if she'd woken from a dream. She blinked to push away the final clouds in her mind before clearing her throat. "Okay. Let's start with this. I want a full report from you tomorrow on what you recommend as far as changes go. Give me everything you've got, all your dreams on what would bring this hotel and casino back into the black." She held up a hand, seeing the exuberance in his eyes. "I can't promise I'll do everything you suggest, but we've got to do something to bring this place back. I'm willing to look your plans over and see what we can manage."

      "Thank you." Julien stood and gave a short bow. "Until tomorrow." He went to the door and paused. "Your suite is Room 1013. I've had housekeeping clean it thoroughly and it's ready for you whenever you need it. Your bags are already there and your security team has access." He dug in his pocket and handed two card keys to Cole. "Your room is attached, as requested. Sleep well."

      Cole said nothing.

      "Bon nuit." Julien nodded and walked out of the room.

      Kat slumped in her chair, feeling like she'd run a marathon.

      Her stomach growled and she remembered she hadn't eaten since breakfast.

      Cole arched an eyebrow. "You need to eat."

      She paused, weighing the situation. "Good time to check out the room service." She picked up the phone and looked at him. "I assume you also like to eat."

      "I do." The low rumble startled her. "Order double of whatever you're getting and we'll go back to your room."

      Kat felt the heat on her cheeks rising at his wording.

      She ducked and made the call, berating herself for being so open to emotional tweaks and twists.

      Ghosts. Lovers.

      Men.
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      What a woman, Julien thought as he walked through the hall to the front lobby. Not what I expected.

      He hadn't been sure what to think when the word came that Katherine McMaster was on her way to personally oversee the renovations. Max had panicked and run, but Julien wanted to see what the new owner was made of. Would she be a paper cutout, sitting in the office doing her nails while Julien ran the property in her name, or would she want to get dirt under her fingers and get into the nitty-gritty of what needed to be done to save the Majestic?

      It'd been a pleasant surprise to find a beautiful woman who had her heart set on success and the intelligence to accept help making it happen.

      It also didn't hurt she was also easy on the eyes. If he'd walked in and seen her at the bar, it would have been a no-brainer to head over and seduce her into his bed for the night. As it was, having her as his boss presented various opportunities both for him and for the Majestic.

      Julien waved at Alfred, the doorman, as he headed out to the riverboat. The guard dog might be a bit of a problem—if he wasn't already dating the lovely Katherine McMaster, he was thinking about it. That snarling in her office wasn't all for show.

      He laughed as he spotted the casino in all of her floating glory. There was nothing better than competing for the love of a woman.

      As long as he won.
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      What a pile of crap, Cole thought as he escorted Kat to the hotel suite. The guy's so full of it I'm surprised he doesn't explode.

      Julien had tossed some good shit around, talking about ghosts and spirits, all the usual stuff you heard when you came to New Orleans. It was great for the tourists and pulled the money out of their pockets, but the Majestic wasn't about to become some sort of glorified haunted house.

      Except the pitch hadn't been just for Devereaux to keep his job and sell the renovations.

      Cole saw the effect the words had on Kat. If he hadn't been there, Julien would have made a move on her. Hell, the guy was halfway into her pants if the look in her eyes was any indication. A few sweet words cooed into her ears with the sexy accent, and she was gone.

      That wasn't going to happen. Not on his watch. He wasn't going to get to write his own ticket out of here if he let Kat McMaster bed the first soft-eyed man she saw.

      Especially that one. He didn't know what to make of Julien Devereaux, but he knew a smooth operator when he saw one.

      Just like Steve.

      The thought shocked him.

      He hadn't thought about Steve in years.

      Cole pushed the memory to the back of his mind, to be analyzed and dissected later. He had
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