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Estela Bremmer lifted her glass of sparkling wine to her lips as she studied the stunned man across the table with an enraged gaze, already plotting the next delicate barb she intended to hurl his way. What had possessed her this evening, that she felt compelled to puncture his carefully maintained façade with such determination, was beyond her comprehension. Still, she had surrendered to the temptation all night, and it had only grown stronger with every glass of wine she consumed.

Perhaps it was because this day marked the anniversary of her husband’s death, and Michael Jensen was the absolute opposite of Peter. She felt crushed beneath a surge of resentment toward fate itself for depriving both the world and her of a man so gentle and devout. Fate had spared this one instead, a tainted sensualist, alive and seated across from her, radiating a presence weighted by a reputation that she found practically obscene.

The irony bordered on farce. Estela needed to rein in her thoughts and think more clearly. What, truly, did Michael Jensen contribute beyond his profane tales of provocative adventurism, stories that, if records were to be believed, were stitched together in service of his lifestyle rather than any noble artistic pursuit? And yet his novels sold in staggering numbers. Peter’s poetry, by contrast, circulated scarcely at all and generated so little income that, without her salary, they would have been financially ruined.

With a heaviness in her chest, she accepted what seemed to be an immutable truth of life. The exceptional departed young, while the objectionable endured into old age. She caught sight of Michael Jensen’s sly smirk as he inclined his handsome head toward the chirping attentions of his distributor’s enraptured wife, and she concluded her thought with a silent, bitter shrug.

When the table’s chatter finally ebbed, Estela made a subtle sound intended to draw attention. Michael Jensen glanced toward her, his attractively shaped mouth pausing mid-remark. His bright, dazzling eyes fixed on her with an impenetrable look of courteous attention that hovered dangerously close to polite disengagement.

“Tell me, Mr. Jensen,” Estela said, her innocent smile tugging at her full lips as her sensible emerald eyes widened in mock curiosity. “Was it intentional that your protagonist in Fierce Captain was as juvenile in his dealings with women as he was reckless?” She lifted her shoulders in a mild, immobilizing shrug. “If so, I suppose I can understand your inspiration.” She cast him a swift, knowing glance from beneath her thick lashes. “After all, he was a flippant jerk from every other angle too, wasn’t he?”

She felt a quiet sense of triumph when she noticed the faint tightening of his jaw, the first and surest sign of irritation. Whether Michael Jensen interpreted her question as earnest agreement or deliberate provocation was entirely irrelevant to her.

His composure, however, remained intact, broadcast through a brilliant flash of white teeth. “Well, of course, Miss... ah.” He hesitated, as though unable to recall her name, though Estela was certain he remembered it perfectly. He struck her as precisely the sort of man who cataloged his enemies meticulously, storing every detail for later use.

If this was the extent of his retaliation, Estela nearly laughed. He glided through the exchange with practiced ease, projecting the notion that she was too insignificant to remember while maintaining the veneer of the impeccably polite gentleman, gracious enough to indulge her foolish questions.

“That is the appeal of my stories,” he continued smoothly, allowing the rest of the table to lean in with amused interest. “Many of my female readers would not be thrilled by a solemn character who reads poetry to his sweetheart and pledges himself to her forever. That sort of man might be... dull, don’t you think?”

He was not seeking Estela’s opinion, yet his words struck her with unexpected force. She realized, with a hollow ache, that Peter had been exactly the sort of man Michael Jensen dismissed, right down to the poetry he read to her, poetry he himself had written. The man seated across from her would never be capable of the depth of devotion Peter had offered so effortlessly.

She waited until the uneasy laughter around the table faded. Several of those present had known Peter and had witnessed the love he and Estela shared. Their discomfort was understandable, a mix of sympathy and guilt, though not strong enough to risk offending a wealthy author.

Then Estela smiled brightly and tilted her head. “Perhaps you’re right,” she said, sounding almost agreeable. “What women enjoy in fantasy is often quite different from what they would tolerate in real life. That is why your books will continue to be... financially rewarding.”

The faint emphasis was nearly imperceptible, but Estela was certain Michael Jensen caught it. It was her final, precise strike. A man like Neils Andersen from Fierce Captain might thrive on the page, but in reality he would be doomed to solitude. When a woman seeks a partner, she wants more than someone who can simply swagger in and out of her bed.

Silence fell briefly over the table, as everyone present recognized how uncomfortably close her remarks came to Michael Jensen’s own carefully curated persona.

The flash of danger in his eyes did not unsettle her. Instead, she moved to ease the tension. She was, after all, here as Lars Pederson’s guest, invited out of genuine concern for her withdrawal since Peter’s death. This evening was not meant to be a formal business affair, and she had attended only as a friend, not as someone of any professional consequence to the newspaper.

Her sole regret was that her words had placed Lars in an awkward position.

Raising her wine glass, she turned back to Michael with a radiant smile that did not quite reach her eyes. “Everyone has toasted you tonight, Mr. Jensen, and I should like to do the same.” Her voice rang cheerfully. “Here’s to the mind behind Pederson Distribution’s latest success. May your newest book sell a million copies, and may your well-earned success continue far into the future.”

As the room relaxed and voices lifted in renewed conversation, Michael smiled with practiced warmth and nodded, his dark, reddish hair dipping politely. Estela had to concede that he handled himself well, though she could almost see the impulse in him to reach across the table and throttle her. His restrained aggression only confirmed her opinion of him as a vain, indulgent libertine and, in her estimation, an intellectual lightweight who scarcely deserved the accolades consistently heaped upon him.

She leaned back in her chair, suddenly exhausted by the noise, the triviality of the gathering, and her own heightened sensitivity. The wine had begun to take its toll, dulling her limbs and throbbing behind her eyes. All she wanted was to go home and slip beneath the covers of her empty bed, but she had arrived with Lars and his wife, Anne, and was obliged to wait until they were ready to leave.

As she surveyed the table with open disdain, watching the women gaze at Michael Jensen in rapt fascination, her eyes met those of Henrick Larsen. Michael’s manager and one of Estela’s oldest friends, Henrick looked distinctly displeased with her, and she could not blame him.
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She smiled wickedly, winked lazily, and nearly laughed at his frown, though she could not say she blamed him. Tomorrow morning, she would have to reconcile with him, but at present she simply did not have the energy. When Lars suddenly appeared at her elbow and asked her to dance, Estela released a muffled sigh, knowing she would have no opportunity to compose herself around him.

Expecting the reprimand she knew was coming, Estela rose to accept his invitation, only to feel a flicker of concern at the realization that she was teetering on the edge of intoxication. She rarely drank and generally knew her limits, which made the sensation all the more unsettling. She had no idea why the wine had affected her so quickly this evening, though she suspected it had something to do with being bored senseless by the endless adulation heaped upon Michael.

She paid little attention to Lars’s predictable scolding for her behavior. Lightheaded and disoriented, she struggled simply to follow his uncomplicated dance steps, let alone his lecture. Eventually, Lars noticed her lack of focus and shot her a scowl that might have been intimidating had they not been old friends.

“What is wrong with you, Estel?” he growled in irritation. “First you insult our most important author, and now you’re not listening to a word I say. Are you feeling ill?”

Estela seized upon his concern without hesitation. In truth, it felt close enough to the truth to pass as honesty. “I’m sorry, Lars,” she said, meaning it. “I’m not feeling well, and I hope you’ll forgive my inexcusable behavior.”

His irritation softened into rough concern. “What’s wrong? Do you think you might have the flu? It’s been going around the office lately.”

“Perhaps,” Estela replied, wincing at the lie but unwilling to reveal the real cause of her malaise. Lars was already displeased with her; she had no desire to further erode his trust.

“Do you want to go home?” he asked hopefully. “I can slip away long enough to take you, if you think you should be in bed.”

Estela bit her lip, aware that accepting his offer would irritate Anne. Jealousy was not the issue; Anne was also Estela’s friend. Rather, Anne had little tolerance for Lars diverting his attention elsewhere. Estela often thought Lars indulged his wife excessively, though that was their affair. Her spirits lifted as she realized she could accept his help without being rude. She would take a taxi.

After a brief protest from Lars, Estela convinced him she did not need an escort. His visible reluctance to leave Anne alone in close proximity to the rakish Michael made her task easier, especially given Anne’s transparent fascination with the author.

“All right, Estel,” Lars conceded reluctantly as he guided her back toward the table. “I’ll let everyone know what’s going on, then I’ll walk you outside and have the doorman call a cab.”

Internally, Estela thought the sooner the better. Her vision swam, and her legs threatened to give way. While Lars explained the situation to the others, she focused all her remaining energy on retrieving her evening bag and the light shawl draped over her chair. She barely managed to acknowledge their sympathetic murmurs.

Then the rich timbre of Michael’s infuriatingly seductive voice curled around her name. She frowned and looked at him owlishly as he rose from his seat.

“I’ll take... ah... Estel home, Lars,” he offered smoothly. “I have an early interview tomorrow morning and was planning to leave soon anyway.” He flicked a glance at Henrick. “You remember, Henrick?”

After a moment’s hesitation, as though searching his memory, Henrick quickly nodded under Michael’s pointed stare and mumbled his agreement.

Estela’s fingers felt numb, but Michael courteously stepped to her side, took the shawl from her grasp, and draped it over her shoulders as protests rose around the table.

She forced herself to stand, vaguely appalled at the prospect of sharing a taxi with the man she had been quietly skewering all evening. Yet her foggy mind failed to summon the words to object. All her concentration was devoted to remaining upright and avoiding the humiliation of collapsing in front of everyone.

She had no recollection of how Michael managed to get them out of the restaurant and into a taxi. Whether she said goodnight to anyone was a mystery. She simply followed Michael’s solid presence, finding an unwilling comfort in the steady support of his arm. Somehow, she ended up slumped in the back of the cab, gulping air from the open window Michael had lowered.

When she finally found her voice, she murmured, “Thank you. You’re very kind.”

Her eyes were closed, sparing her the sight of the unpleasantly cynical smirk that greeted her words. But when Michael replied, his tone made his attitude unmistakable.

“I’m always happy to help a drunk woman,” he drawled coldly. “Even an amoral bastard like me develops a few gentlemanly habits over time, if only to aid in the seduction of tender young maidens.”

Estela’s eyes flew open as she slowly turned to face the scorn burning in his golden gaze. “I don’t know what you mean,” she said with strained composure. “I’m ill.”

His quiet chuckle cut deeper for its restraint. “Oh, certainly. I’m sure you are,” he replied sarcastically. “I’m impressed you even made it to the cab after drinking at the pace you did tonight. Too much wine can bring on that condition. I’ll give you credit, Mrs. Bremmer. You know how to drink.”

Ignoring her icy stare, his voice softened into mocking pity. “Ah, but I forgot,” he purred. “Drowning your sorrows, are we?”

“I thought you didn’t know my name,” Estela snapped, pressing her palm to her brow.

“Anne is a wealth of information,” he replied coolly. “She told me all about the tragic young widow of the brilliant poet.” His gaze swept over her as he shifted his long legs. “You lost your soul mate, didn’t you, poor little Estel?” His grin was sharp, his eyes glittering with hostility. “I’m surprised you have taken to alcoholism instead of a convent. That’s the traditional route for a woman with such lofty standards, and it would serve as a living tribute to your late husband.”

Estela recoiled at his cruelty, anger surging at the sneering, insensitive man lounging beside her, scrutinizing her with all the cynicism she expected from someone of his character. She was certain he possessed not a single redeeming quality, yet he dared to speak ill of Peter, who had been nothing but gentle and devoted.

With deliberate effort, she shut down the memories threatening to overwhelm her and resolved not to engage further. Exhaustion dulled her anger, leaving her indifferent to the man beside her. She knew he was merely retaliating, yet she wished she had never wasted a moment of her energy on him. He was not worth it.

Closing her eyes once more, Estela turned her back to him, focusing instead on suppressing the nausea brought on by the car’s motion. Maintaining her disinterest required little effort.

Which was why it startled her when Michael suddenly instructed the driver to make a U-turn two streets from her home.

“This isn’t right,” she protested weakly, but he ignored her and hauled her out of the taxi. She remained cold and rigid while he paid the driver, and when he turned back to her, her eyes conveyed her fury without words.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” she demanded with icy restraint. “I am not in the mood for a midnight stroll.”
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Michael grabbed her arm in a painful grasp and steered her in the direction of her flat despite her protests. I don't care what you're feeling," was his equally icy response. "I want you to sober up; this is as good a way as any."

Instead of responding angrily, Estela bit her tongue and let him drag her down the street. In fact, she didn't have much of a say in the issue, as breaking his grasp would have required someone far stronger than she was. Estela failed to consider it challenging to go home without his help. Her mind was clearing slightly in the night air, but the rest of her body was still in the grasp of the booze she'd consumed, and her legs were a very wobbly support for the time.

The walk was completed in eerie stillness, and by the time they arrived at Estela's building, she couldn't wait to get inside and escape Michael's presence. She attempted to free herself from his grip by pulling on her arm once again. She said coldly, "This is my building, and I can make it on my own now." when he still wouldn't let her go. "Will you please let me go?"

"No." Almost absently, yet with terse resolve, he said no. Estela restrained herself from yelling at him to get away from her. He escorted her up the stairs of the building and turned to stretch out his hand for her key.

Estela, at this point accepting that she must have him walk her to her apartment door, just gave up her handbag. She couldn't go through its contents to find the key he needed.

Estela took an elevator that did little to alleviate her nausea. Still, she secretly sighed in relief as she realized she would soon be free of Michael. He opened the door to her apartment, and in seconds, Estela could slip into bed and sleep off the night's horror. And she just couldn't wait!

Estela, anticipating Michael to hand up her key as the door opened, held out her hand. She bit out, "I won't say thank you," coldly. If I had to guess, the whole reason you escorted me home was so that you could get some payback for what I said earlier. Now that you've made your point, if you don't mind..."

She was unable to proceed because Michael grabbed her arm and pushed her into her flat before entering himself. She abruptly turned to face him, her legs wobbling from the sudden shift, just in time to see him hurl her key onto the foyer table. Then, before Estela could say anything, Michael seized her shoulders and pushed her back until Estela was up against the wall. Eyes wide, body rigid against the unwanted intrusion of Michael's, Estela sputtered with the fury she felt.

With his eyes fixed intently on hers, Michael raised a hand to cover her mouth. A menacing "Oh no, Estela" came out of his mouth. I didn't bring you home so I could rant about the prudes and bitches who read my novels and complain about my job while hiding under the covers to live vicariously via the characters. I wanted to show you how I feel about ladies like her, so I took you home. I'm going to show you what a little hypocrite you are, crying for your sad, dead, holy spouse on the surface while you crave a totally other sort of man on the inside!"

When Michael bent his head and grabbed Estela's mouth, she shrieked in pain as he ground his lips against hers with bruising intensity and punished her body with his control. She wasn't afraid of him since she didn't think a guy of his stature would risk a rape allegation for the sake of releasing his frustration. Instead, she was repulsed by his basic approach of attempting to take retribution for a few insults and enraged at his suggestion that she would prefer a guy of his sort over Peter. As she weakly resisted him, she thought bitterly, "That's just like him."

The struggle occurred mechanically. The effects of the alcohol and tiredness were what led to the feebleness. Understanding that in a physical war between them, there was just no contest. Estela could exert herself to no avail, attempting to repel him, what with Michael's towering stature and peak physical condition. Besides, she was optimistic that he would stop his futile onslaught. She realized she could aid this process by giving up all resistance and, per her rationale, relaxed against the wall, letting her arms hang at her sides.

Her efforts were met with a low, triumphant chuckle. Michael lifted his head to look directly into Estela's eyes, his own sparkle with joy. He grunted mockingly, obviously interpreting Estela's sleepy eyes as a sign of sensuality rather than simple exhaustion and thinking she was proving his point in less time than he had anticipated. "Aren't you even going to make a show of fighting for your honor?" he lashed out. "Or are you too starved for a man in your bed to waste time?"

Estela sighed, her eyes widening to let Michael see the weariness and hatred reflected there. She answered, "On the contrary, Mr. Jensen," with mock indifference and disdain. "You haven't proven a thing except that you're bigger and stronger than I am."

She watched his jaw tighten, and a look came into his amber eyes that should have alerted her she was taking the wrong tack with him. Still, she needed more energy and the brains to devise a strategy right then.

She continued her monologue without paying attention, "I assure you I am not starved for a man." I've tasted the finest and can't stand anything less. Even if I needed physical pleasure, I wouldn't even think of trying to find it with you.

Estela's short statement ended on a dismissive, careless note, and she closed her heavy eyes again, waiting innocently for Michael to set her free. So, she failed to notice the masculine aggression that had tautened his face and the steely determination that had emerged in his eyes. She hadn't the slightest idea that the off-putting dismissive she was going for came off as an insult to his masculinity.

In a tone that belied his true intent, he whispered, "Is that so?" as his eyes swept over her ethereal features and landed on her mouth. "I think you just settled your fate, Estel," he drawled in that smooth, menacing voice. "You aren't nearly as smart as you think, my dear?"

Estela opened her eyes as he raised his voice, a perplexed frown creased into her otherwise flawless brow. When Michael finally had her attention, he trapped her body against the wall with his thighs and brought both hands up to her breasts.

Estela's mouth dropped open in disbelief as Michael's fingers massaged her nipples with a sensual finesse that almost hurt. Estela's hands sprang up in an unconscious attempt to knock Michael's out of her way after she had a startling bodily reaction. She said, "Stop!" in a hoarse voice.

Michael's firm mouth drew into a harsh smile as he continued to work, his stare unwavering as he disregarded Estela's weak attempts to move his hands. Michael's rash determination caused Estela to experience her first true terror. However, she still couldn't believe he intended to do more than scare her. Nonetheless, Estela attempted to muster her wits to counter him more successfully than she had so far achieved, given that, if that was his aim, he was beginning to accomplish it.

She said, "Michael, please..." and then bit her bottom lip in embarrassment that she had given him even a temporary triumph. She was confident that he was the sort of man who would view any sign of vulnerability as encouragement.

"Please, what?" he ridiculed her. "You want more?" His gaze swept across her. "I'm more than happy to oblige, I assure you." With that, he freed her breasts, but just as Estela was starting to feel comfortable again, he lifted his hands to her shoulders. He pushed the dress material apart with such force that Estela could hear and feel the rip in the thin fabric as the sash split from the draped bodice.

Her surprise and alarm quickly transformed into rage. She swore an angry "Damn you, Michael!" at him. "This is an expensive dress, and I can't afford to pay for your childish games!" Her eyes were fiery with rage as she gazed up at him, but her hostility had no more effect than her previous lack of interest.

Sardonically amused, his black brows lifted. "Then I must remember to buy you another dress to replace this one, mustn't I?" He drawled angrily, but his following words stifled Estela's rage and replaced it with her old terror. "But this is no game, Estela," he vowed in his soothingly threatening voice. It's about time you faced that fact and took me seriously, right?

With each successive phrase, his lips inched closer. Estela watched it with the same frightened fascination as a baby bird might pay to a snake. She recoiled in horror as his mouth clamped down on hers and tore her lips open, but by the time she realized what was happening, it was too late to stop his tongue from occupying her mouth.
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Michael's persistent mouth assaulted her lips, stifling a gasp that sprang from her throat. To get away from him, Estel put her hands on his shoulders, but he took this as an opening to run his palms down her sides, across her thighs, and finally to her buttocks. He hoisted her into the grinding rhythm of his hips, his fingers curving over the rounded bumps of skin.

In response to Michael's assault, Estel experienced a disturbing, purely bodily sensual reaction that got entangled with the nausea and headache she was feeling. She was unable to process the whirlwind of sensations bombarding her. For long stretches, she just floated along with Michael's passionate kisses and the shaping of her body against his.

When Michael finally backed off, she was vaguely startled to realize that he had been breathing harshly and that his body had tightened as he tried to excite her. It appeared that he was becoming engrossed in his own game, which only heightened the already high-risk profile of the scenario.

" Michael... "As he leaned in to rasp his lips against the tender flesh of her neck, Estel moaned his name. “Michael, why are you doing this? If you want-" She started to express that she was willing to apologize to him if that's what it would take for him to stop, but he interrupted her.

His low growl, "Yes, I want, Estel," came from the depths of his throat. "I want once and for all to make a woman like you face up to what's inside you, instead of condemning me for being honest." He jerked his head up, and wrath and excitement showed in his eyes. "I want you to admit you're just as capable of allowing your body to rule you as any man is instead of hiding behind a sneering, superior morality that's only skin deep!" He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her gently but firmly. "You dug your claws into the wrong guy at the bad moment, Estel! I can't take much more of your hypocrisy!”

Estel was shocked by the response she had provoked in the man. He had been stockpiling his hostilities for quite some time and intended to unleash them on her. She had said the wrong things at the bad moment, setting off feelings she would never have imagined Michael to be capable of. Now, cutting off those feelings before she paid a much larger price than she deserved for triggering them was up to her.

She moistened her lips and forced back the sickness that had crept into her throat. She pushed futilely against his shoulders and said, "Michael, listen," but to no avail. “It's the flu, Michael. I feel terrible, and I've been drinking.”  She refrained from begging again, but her words were having a negligible impact, Michael's unyielding features remained the same as before. But she had to attempt to make him know that she was genuinely unwell! "Michael, could you? I'm ill.” A bitter breath of laughter poured across her. Michael said, "I'll make you feel better," in a malicious purr.

Then he took a step back, and Estel slumped against the wall, but a second later, he lifted her into his arms and carried her into the apartment's living room, where he halted and looked about for the bedroom door. He went straight in the proper way, and all Estel could do was clutch to him, trying to fight off the nausea that was getting harder and harder to ignore.

When Michael threw Estel down in the middle of the bed, she had to cover her mouth with her palm to keep from throwing up. She was too weak to resist as he stripped her naked with a scary quickness that horrifyingly suggested he had done this to other women regularly.

The man rose up and discarded his jacket after shrugging it off. Estel stared in terrified fascination as his hands began to unbutton his shirt with the same efficiency with which he had unbuttoned hers, and she had to exert all her willpower to bring her thoughts under control. Her physical form could do nothing to stop what would happen to her, leaving only her rational faculties.

“Michael, I’m going to throw up.”

Estel’s warning carried unmistakable seriousness. Michael paused, his gaze sweeping over her face, taking in the sickly pallor of her skin and the tremor running through her limbs, clear indicators of an imminent disaster. Neither the cold calculation in his expression nor the brevity of his hesitation reassured her. Without a word, he began to remove his shirt.

She was about to throw up when Michael abruptly turned away and crossed the room into the small adjoining bathroom.

“We can’t have that,” he said dryly, and disappeared inside.

Estel remained where she was, aware that she should take advantage of his absence and flee, yet utterly unable to move. Even if her body had obeyed her, she knew the effort would be futile. By the time she found something to cover herself and reached the door, Michael would have caught her.

She heard the toilet flush. When she looked up, Michael stood before her, holding a washcloth and a glass filled with a frothy liquid. He tossed the damp cloth onto the wooden bedside table with casual disregard.

“Drink this,” he ordered, already lifting her under his arm so she could take a sip.

The only way Michael would let Estel lie down again was if she drank the liquid he held to her mouth while she choked and gasped. The chilly water of the washcloth hit her face in an instant. She grabbed it with both hands and pressed it to her hot skin, rejoicing in the respite from her sickness that the cool dampness and the drink were delivering.

She was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she neglected to notice Michael until she felt the mattress give way beneath his weight, and Michael's long, warm form lay beside her. Fearfully, Estel removed the damp cloth from her face and peered up at him as he loomed over her, his gorgeous, now-naked body pressing into her side with all the overpowering maleness it symbolized.

"Feeling better?" As he snatched the handkerchief out of her hands and flung it away, he said something cynically.

Estel ignored him when he asked her a question. She was occupied trying to think of anything to say to change the subject from what he was saying.

His intent. Estel's apparent health problems weren't going to stop him. To help him reach his goal, all he had done was make her feel better. The individual lacked any semblance of moral rectitude, yet he could have had some wisdom.

"Michael, I promise you, if you go through with this, I'll have you prosecuted for rape," she promised him levelly. Unlike you, I have nothing to lose by doing this. The publicity might be devastating to your career.

When she saw the carefree grin her comments evoked, she felt a sudden pang of failure. In a low voice, Michael reassured her, "Ah, but it won't be rape, Estel," as he ran a finger from the back of her neck to her belly button. At his touch, Estel shuddered, her internal turmoil increasing as she experienced both an unwelcome physical pleasure and a terrified contempt for Michael's authority. He circled her breast with his finger and said, "Why don't you just relax and accept the inevitable?" "There's a lot of passion underneath your prim exterior, Estel," he muttered as he bent his head to touch her mouth. Allow yourself to "let it out," he said softly. "You know you want to."
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When he bent down even more and put his tongue on her pink nipples, Estel tensed. The seductive sensations of his sucking gave her outrage, even as the warmth it produced in her thighs and belly made any lingering sickness go away as if it had never been there.

When Michael first started touching her, she resisted the alcohol-induced weakness in her limbs as fiercely as she battled his seduction. "Damn you, Michael," she said under her breath as she struggled to free herself. I don't want you. I can't stand you! You self-centered jerk, how can you not see that?

Michael's eyes blazed with desire as he dominated her, and his clenched teeth formed a ferocious grin. To which he said, "You may not like me, Estel, I'll give you that," ground out with a cruel chuckle. "but I can prove that you want me."

Michael grasped one of Estel's arms in an iron grip and threw the other beneath his body to immobilize it. Then he placed one of his legs between her thighs so that she couldn't move anything save one leg, which proved worthless as a defense. Michael gave her time to thrash around with it until she slumped from weariness, and then Michael cautiously explored her with his free hand. Despite the physical force he was using to hold her where he wanted her, his palms and fingers were incredibly light and seductive when he stroked her breasts and belly. Estel was familiar with the rhythm of that wandering hand as it made its way slowly and seductively down her body, inching closer and closer to a goal she couldn't afford to let him accomplish. She had accepted at this point that Michael was going to utilize her body in some way, and the risk that he may be able to seduce her instead of raping her was too significant. All that was left to do was make sure she didn't give up her sole means of fighting back should he try to use them against her.

“Michael,” she murmured, forcing composure into her voice through sheer will. “How do you live with yourself after this? Do you truly feel no remorse at all?”

Michael’s pleased expression warred with the softening influence of desire on his rugged features. “I won’t know until later, Estel,” he replied lightly, releasing a low, smooth laugh. “You’re the first woman I’ve ever had to fight just to get into bed.”

Tiredly, Estel closed her eyes, wondering whether his words were valid and how she had the misfortune to be the first woman he ever decided to conquer physically. Michael's voice grew deeper as he continued, "But I don't think I'm going to need to feel guilty." As he found what he was looking for—Estel's unwanted, loathed bodily arousal—his voice fell to an even lower range. "You can't pretend any longer that this is going to be rape, can you, Estel?" His lips nuzzled her ear as he said her name softly. First, Estel recoiled in fear at Michael's invasive closeness, and then she fought, shivering, against what Michael's skillful manipulation was causing her body to want. Her mind raced with incredulous agitation at the events unfolding before her. Indeed, her physical self and mental state don’t seem to agree in unison. This reaction to a guy she despised was an affront to all she thought Estel knew about herself, love, and the relationship she and Peter had formerly shared. That was just too much!

Michael didn't allow her time to fret over her troubled thoughts for long. He sighed with ecstatic delight, saying, "Don't worry, Estel," which scratched her nerves and sent a shiver down her body in reaction to his male dominance. "This won't hurt a bit."

Then, he was on top of her in one smooth motion that gave her no opportunity to use his release of her arms and legs as a chance to escape. With that same economy of action she had noted earlier, he used his thighs to push her legs apart and plunged into her, all in one graceful, devastating movement that managed to take her by surprise despite her expectation that it was going to happen.

"No!" She let out a primal cry as she tensed her entire body against his control. And when Estel peered up in terror at the glazed, golden fire in his eyes, Michael murmured, "It's too late for no, Estel," and began the smooth, hypnotic motion that mimicked the act of love he profaned so nonchalantly.

Estel felt long dormant instincts slowly begin to function, despite every screaming denial in her mind and heart against it and despite her wild inner assurances to herself that she wasn't like this and that she needed warm, nurturing commitment and love before she could respond sexually to a man's touch. After Peter had been gone for a year, she had assumed that she no longer needed or wanted any sexual fulfillment, but her body proved her wrong. Maybe if Estel had been sober and rested, she would have been able to use her rational mind to control her natural sexual needs. However, she could no longer put up a struggle.

Michael also contributed to the breakdown of her defenses. His mastery as a lover was so great that Estel gave in to his demands and gave in to his more aggressive sexual tactics. More and more often, her thoughts would lose consciousness while her body demanded attention.

She overheard Michael's reassuring "That's it..." murmur. That's all, Estel, my sweet. Don't hold on so tightly. And Estel, with a stifled cry of defiant despair and ferocious relief, did what she was told. She let go and floated into his rhythm with a thoughtless, ardent longing for the fulfillment he promised with every tremendous rush of his smooth, muscular body. She had joined his body in motion, moving her hips unto his every thrust.

When

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)

“}i\ W





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





