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Take the journey on the Dark Path with The Gate, The Key, and The Lock....
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In The Gate, a chance encounter between a successful author and a billionaire owner of an underground BDSM club, leads to the most pivotal relationship of their lives. Meet Erika Walsh, a children’s author who’s seduced by Maxwell Crawford, billionaire owner of the BDSM sex club, The Gate.

In The Key, the seductive world of The Gate continues with Erika as she tries to accept Max’s dark desires as a woman from his past reappears, bent on revenge. However, Max has something up his sleeve to insure he’s the victor, but not without a price—Erika’s soul.

In The Lock, the dark path continues for Erika and Max as secrets unfold and threaten to destroy all they hold dear. When Max’s older brother, Daniel, a big Hollywood producer falls ill, Erika and Max rush to Los Angeles to help him recover. Max is shocked to find Daniel has become the victim of a blackmailer who seeks revenge against the brothers. Max must confront the loathsome Abraham Rovner, a former classmate from high school, who has never forgiven him for breaking off their relationship. Abraham brings out Max’s lurking deviant nature, which sends him to a dark place in his mind. Erika must find the strength to help her lover purge his demons, even though it may come at a major cost for them both.
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Chapter One
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Erika tried ignoring the tear in her stocking, but it irritated the spot where she nicked herself shaving. Without fail, she always grazed her ankle or some other spot on her legs. Why didn’t she think to shave first thing in the morning instead of in the shower an hour before she needed to leave for the awards ceremony honoring her father?

Sighing, she folded her hands in her lap to stop poking the run and making it larger. At least the limousine’s leather seat she sat on wouldn’t snag her stocking.

Her father gave her knee a squeeze. “You have your inhaler with you?”

She smiled, trying to put him at ease. “I’m fine. If I feel a panic attack coming on, I’ll find a bathroom where I can wait until it passes.”

Roger Walsh looked like he might argue but instead fixed the cuff links on his tuxedo jacket. A robust, vibrant man at sixty years old, he had little to no wrinkles on his face. In recent years, his black hair started graying. However, over the past few months, shadows had emerged under his eyes from the long hours he worked as CEO of Walsh Publications, one of the oldest publishing houses in Manhattan. She couldn’t be happier this wonderful man, who used to tuck her in bed at night and read to her, planned to retire in six months after decades of being a workaholic.

Her best friend, Kim gave her other knee a pat. “Don’t worry, Mr. W. I’ll keep an eye on her.”

Erika rolled her eyes. “Stop coddling me. I’ll be fine. I’ve done a few meditation exercises. I also attended some events with large crowds earlier in the week, so I won’t fall apart tonight.” She wiped her palms on her ivory satin skirt to stop from inspecting the run in her stocking one more time.

Her father draped his arm on the back of the seat. “You remind me of your mother. She refused to capitulate from something she believed no matter how much I argued with her.” He tugged on his collar and blinked three times, an unconscious gesture that surfaced whenever he became emotional.

She squeezed his arm “Mom’s smiling down at us tonight. It might sound silly, but I can feel her presence. She’ll be applauding you along with everyone else when you accept the Humanitarian Lifetime Achievement award.”

He nodded, gifting her a bright smile. “Not silly at all. I’d like to think the same.”

Kim took out her ringing cell phone and tapped the touch screen. “Chris just left me a text. He’s already there, waiting for us.”

Warm tingles descended in her stomach. Christopher Milton, Kim’s brother and her father’s protégée, lingered in her mind. Five years older than her, she’d first idolized him in high school. Her cheeks warmed as she thought how her girlish crush had blossomed into something stronger because of what happened between them two weekends ago. After breaking off his engagement to his girlfriend of three years for cheating on him, he’d invited her over to his place to talk. One too many drinks, and one thing led to another until she found herself in his arms in a passionate lip lock. I hope I’m not the rebound chick!

Kim snapped two fingers in front of her face.

“What’s that for?” Embarrassed to have been caught daydreaming, she cleared her throat.

Her best friend flipped her highlighted blonde hair over her shoulder and raised an eyebrow. “Every time I mention my brother’s name, your eyes glaze over. You really need to tell him how you feel. It’s pathetic you still moon over him.”

“Kim!” She crossed her arms in a huff.

Her father chuckled. “Erika, it’s even obvious to me you care for Chris. I always thought you two would be a good match. Tell him you want to date or whatever you kids do nowadays.”

“Kids, Dad?” She bumped her shoulder into his. “I’m almost thirty. You treat me like I’m still in high school.”

“When it comes to my brother, you act like you’re in high school.” Her friend shook her head. “If you wanted to impress him tonight, you should have worn something sluttier, not a Jessica Mclintock knockoff better suited for a bridesmaid.”

She bristled at her friend’s patronizing tone.

If she only knew how much I’ve impressed him. “It’s a Dolce & Gabbana original. The saleswoman complimented how the dress makes my chest look bigger.” She cupped her breasts to prove her point. The ruffled skirt flared out—which she liked—with a rose colored ribbon around the waist that flattered her more than generous curves. The bodice was tighter than what she was comfortable with, but it perked up her chest. Also, the half-demi cup bra she bought to mark the occasion made her feel sexy. “Did you have to use the word sluttier in front of my father?”

Kim opened her mouth to argue, but her dad held up a hand. “Something like that doesn’t bother me. Remember, I’ve edited romance novels for over a decade. Read more than my share of shocking sex acts to last me a lifetime.” He cleared his throat and stared out the rear window. “Kim has a good point. It might help to dress more provocatively. Try shaking up your wardrobe. There’s nothing wrong with showing some skin.”

Her jaw dropped. This conversation is ridiculous. Next, he’ll give me sex tips on how to pleasure Chris.

“We’ll stop teasing.” Giggling, her friend winked. “We’re almost there.”

She held back a rude retort, blowing aside a curl landing over her eye. She should have pinned back her hair like she usually did, but she liked the way it tumbled across her shoulders. The style suited her dress; the loose ringlets keeping the back of her neck—as well as her more than revealing cleavage—protected from the cool October evening.

“I have a reputation to keep. You can’t expect me to start wearing halter-tops and tight jeans. My agent would flip out.” She looked to her father for support, but he was checking his Blackberry.

“You’re a broken record, babe.” Kim shook her head in disapproval. “Just because you’re a popular middle grade author with a fan base under ten years old doesn’t mean you can’t loosen up. What does it matter what you wear? At least you’re not holed up in your apartment tonight like most of your Saturday nights unless Chris or I force you to come out.”

Her temper rose, but she took a deep breath. Her best friend loved pushing her buttons.

Her father muttered a curse.

“Something wrong?” she asked.

Frowning, her dad slipped his Blackberry back in his jacket pocket. “Crawford’s going to be here tonight.”

“So?” She knew of M.L. Crawford, CEO of Crawford Media, but had never met the man. He didn’t make many public appearances, permitting his underlings to communicate with the outside world in his stead.

“Chris left me the message about Crawford. They don’t mix well together.” Her dad tapped his finger on his leg. “Let’s hope there isn’t an altercation between the two.”

“He’s a jerk.” Kim scowled. “If we meet, it won’t be pretty.”

“Crawford Media might be one of our competitors, but why don’t you like the man, and why would Chris start something with him?” Her curiosity grew by the second. “Did he insult you in some way?”

Kim pursed her lips, her eyes shuttering. “He’s a dick head. A rich egomaniac who enjoys the suffering of others.”

“You can’t keep me in suspense.” She pointed at her annoyed friend. “Spill!”

The car came to a halt.

“Oops, we’re here. I’ll tell you maybe after I’ve had a few drinks.” Without waiting, Kim opened the door and jumped out.

Still wanting answers, Erika cupped her father’s elbow, stopping him before he exited the car. “Care to tell me what that was all about?”

“I don’t know much, but from what I’ve heard, there’s always been bad blood between Chris and M.L. I think it started when they both attended the same private high school. He doesn’t like to talk about it. Crawford’s an annoyance, that’s all. Because of my impending retirement, the snake has reached out on more than one occasion to make an offer.” His eyes grew frosty. “It will be a cold day in hell before I sell my company to anyone, least of all M.L. Crawford.”

With one last swipe down the front of his jacket and a kiss on her cheek, he stepped from the car then offered his hand to help her out as well. Inside the banquet hall, any further contemplation of M.L. Crawford, or even Chris, slipped from her mind as she joined the swarms of people. Taking a deep breath, she braced herself, hoping she didn’t end up blacking out or rocking in some corner from one of her panic attacks.
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Max accepted the glass from the bartender, and as their fingers touched, the woman gave him an inviting smile. Saluting her, he then sipped the amber liquid. The scotch flowed down his throat, settling in his stomach like a warm blanket. He kept an eye on the attractive twenty-something bartender with dimples and plump lips. Her dirty blonde hair needed a color touchup, but it didn’t take away from her overall attractiveness. Maybe after another drink or two he would ask when she went on break, see how willing she was to show all she could do to him with her mouth.

Someone cuffed him on the back. He turned, his grip tightening around his glass.

“Why didn’t you tell me you’d be here tonight?” Alden, his personal assistant, took a swig from his beer. “I thought I was coming as your representative.”

He scowled in disgust. “It’s still early for my plans tonight. I have a few hours to kill, so I decided to show my face.” Setting down the empty glass, he dried his damp hands with the red handkerchief tucked in his tux’s breast pocket.

The same flirtatious bartender came over to replenish his drink. He zoned in on her face, enjoying the way she licked her bottom lip. His groin tightened as he imaged her sucking his cock, her tongue swiping over his balls.

Alden jabbed his elbow into Max’s side. The cocky younger man enjoyed teasing him, had done so for years. At times, it was annoying, but his aide did go above and beyond, handling any sticky problems or issues he didn’t want to be associated with.

“Have a hot date?” The guy flicked aside his frosted bangs. “I guess you’re over the loss of what’s-her-face.”

“Calista and I weren’t compatible.” He chewed on an ice cube, refusing to discuss his love life. But he’d toss his impudent assistant a bone to shut him up. “Fucking her was as exciting as watching water drip from a faucet.”

Alden snorted then drank down the last of his beer. “That’s an interesting way of describing your five minute relationship with the current ‘It’ girl who’s on the majority of billboards in the city.”

“She’s just a pretty face who failed to excite me the way I wanted.” He examined the crowd, not recognizing anyone. Good.

Most of the women sent him inviting looks, but ever since his month-long relationship with Calista, he hadn’t engaged in his weekly hobby to help him unwind. That would change tonight because after the awards were dispensed, he planned on skipping out.

“Soon enough you’ll be on stage, accepting an award like old man Walsh is,” his associate said in a sly tone, pausing for effect with a flamboyant gesture at the stage.

Setting his half-finished glass on the bar, he stuck his hands in his pockets. Alden swayed next to him, bumping his hip. Taking the bottle from his inebriated companion, he set it down, murmuring in a stiff tone for him to back off.

“Sorry, boss.” Straightening, the younger man stepped back.

He chuckled without much humor. “I don’t want to be the one rubbing your head while you puke your guts out in the bathroom because you’ve had one too many of those cheap beers you like.”

“Afraid the paparazzi or reporters here will attack you, make it look like you’ve hired a drunk?” Alden asked with a curl of his lip.

Gritting his teeth, he checked his watch. In about an hour, he would be in a much better place both mentally and emotionally—his cock satisfied. But when his assistant nudged him, he bit the inside of his cheek to stop from snapping. “I own most of the press here. The rest can be bought. I don’t give two shits what you do as long as it doesn’t interfere with the appointment I have after tonight’s kiss ass fest.”

“Okay, M.L. I’m running off at the mouth.” The guy lowered his head in compliance. “It’s been a long week for both of us.”

Feedback from the microphone held by a man in a white tuxedo vibrated in the room. Max jangled the change in his pocket, willing the ceremony to begin.

Alden yawned. “I might have to do a shot instead of having another one of those cheap ass light beers you like to tease me about. If I have your permission, Mr. Crawford, I’m going to the other bar down the hall. Would you like to join me, make sure I don’t end up dancing naked on top of the bar?”

“Sure, why not? I’ll have one for the road.” He slapped the man on the back who beamed back at him like a puppy praised by his owner.

He led his inebriated assistant along the edge of the ballroom. When Roger Walsh’s name was called, the old man walked on the stage accompanied by a woman with a halo of wavy chestnut brown hair and a short, strapless white dress showing off not only the expanse of her legs, but also a nice pair of tits. Max halted in his tracks.

Alden bumped into him, grasping his arm. “What’s wrong?”

His attention remained riveted to the stage—not on Walsh accepting his plaque but on the younger woman with a deer-caught-in-the-headlights look standing next to him. Her smile was stiff, and she shifted from right to left. Beads of sweat moistened the swells of her mouth-watering breasts.

When the crowd applauded, she did also. He zoned in on her long, elegant fingers. Not a touch of paint on the nails. When she embraced Walsh, she stared at someone at the foot of the stage and her entire body relaxed. A smile transformed her face.

Who is she? He tipped his chin up over the sea of heads, trying to locate the person who’d put the striking vision at ease. Even at his height, he couldn’t locate anyone. Before he could spot her again, she’d vanished from the stage.

“Who was the woman on stage with Walsh?” He scanned the room for her.

People swarmed around them. Alden shifted closer and snorted, his spittle spraying Max’s nape. “That’s Walsh’s daughter, Erin or Emmy something. She’s a major homebody. Also Daddy’s little princess. The dress she’s wearing looks like a prom dress, don’t you think? She has a pretty hot bod even with being bottom heavy. I bet most of the men here wouldn’t mind tapping that ass.”

He stepped away until there was a good foot between them. He didn’t want to hear about any man tapping her ass, least of all his assistant’s opinion about her or how she looked in her dress—which brought to mind weddings and the exchanging of vows. With a shudder, he looked at the stage again as if the virginal woman in white with the amazing pair of tits would appear again.

“Hey, M.L., still up for a shot or are you leaving?”

He checked his watch. Things at The Gate didn’t get exciting until after eleven. He had a few hours to kill until then. The anxious feeling left him, and something much like exhilaration, a buzz of energy he hadn’t experienced in months, overtook him, running up his legs and settling in his groin. He didn’t make any excuses for his sudden arousal or bother to hide his erection.

He slipped an arm around Alden’s waist. The man smiled, his eyes too bright. If he was so inclined, he could seduce him. But it wasn’t the time or the place for such things. He kept his professional and personal life separate—most of all that secret part of his life a select few knew about but never judged.

“Let’s have a shot together. Better yet, how about another beer? You can tell me more about Walsh, what you think his plans are for his company when he retires, and all you know about his daughter.” Giving his assistant’s back a light tap, he ushered him out of the room.
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Chapter Two
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The wall of the bathroom stall felt cool against her clammy forehead. Erika inhaled deeply, already benefiting from the inhaler puffs. She deserved a pat on the back for not having an attack on stage. It wasn’t until she hugged her father, who whispered how proud he was of her and of Chris, who’d made funny faces at her, that she could find a quiet place to restore her confidence. She’d exited the stage and rushed into the bathroom. Her panties were somewhat damp from an instant of fear leading to her releasing a drop of pee before she’d joined her father on stage. But she didn’t smell anything sour. Opening her purse, she grabbed a small canister and sprayed lavender body mist to cover the possible acid stench of her miniscule accident. Next time she went to a big event, she would remember to bring an extra pair of underwear just in case.

She brushed over her dress to get rid of the wrinkles and then boosted her bodice up. She frowned, noticing how hard her nipples were—another reaction due to nervousness. It wasn’t too conspicuous, or so she hoped. Maybe she should wait a few more minutes before she joined the world again.

She eyed her leg. The run in her stocking had traveled up to her knee. “Shit.”

She should have stuck with her biggest clothing splurge—besides the dress she wore tonight—her over-the-top, expensive, French silk thigh highs that never ripped. Of course she would have terrible luck when she tried something different, thinking control top panty hose would make her look slimmer. Sighing, she removed the ruined hosiery. She would have to go bare legged.

After flushing the toilet, she left the stall. She threw the stockings in the garbage and washed her hands. Staring at her reflection in the mirror, she patted her cheeks with one of the towelettes she always carried. Her skin was a little damp, but it gave her a nice...glow.

The curls framing her face had more of a bounce than normal. Straightening her hair took forever, so she left it natural. At least it didn’t frizz too often. It was something she shared with her mother who had the most beautiful hair she’d loved playing with as a child.

“Miss you, Mom.” Kissing her fingertips, she raised them up to the ceiling.

Taking another deep breath, she exited the bathroom. Her cell phone pinged. Tapping the screen, she opened the envelope showing the text message.

Where are you? Are you okay? Call or text me ASAP.

What a sweetheart. Maybe she could lure Chris outside for some air to get away from all the people. They could then talk about the next step in their relationship.

Stopping in the doorway to another room, she typed him a message. Pausing, she glanced up. In the corner, a man played a piano. The laid back atmosphere was more her style, not at all congested or busy. She wouldn’t have one of her attacks here.

Approaching the bar, she asked for a glass of Merlot—her favorite wine. While she finished sending her text, the bartender set a glass in front of her. As she reached for her wallet to pay the bill, someone appeared at her side.

“I’ll take a glass of whatever the lady’s having.”

The first thing she noticed about the man standing next to her was his fingers. The nails were blunt, the thumb nail shorter than the others. Based on the state of his ragged cuticles, he chewed on them. His hands looked rough and were at odds with the owner’s refined voice. She went to peek at his face but stopped when he held out a twenty-dollar bill.

“I’m paying for the lady’s drink also. Keep the change.”

“Hey, you don’t have to pay—”

He sat next to her, causing her breath to catch. His face was tanned, his eyes almost purple with specks of gold. Wrinkles lined his eyes and forehead, but the odd thing was, not much lay around his mouth—as if he didn’t smile enough. A dusting of dark scruff covered his upper lip, chin, and cheeks. She eyed his chest through the open section of his unbuttoned shirt. Hmm, no hair. Maybe he waxes? She almost giggled. How naughty of her.

“If you’re finished inspecting me, why don’t you introduce yourself?” The man granted her a beautiful smile.

Wow, he’s hot. Even though he slouched in his chair, he seemed tense. His bearing, although inviting, clashed with his piercing stare.

“You like wine?” she asked, not volunteering her name.

Her companion swirled the liquid, sniffed then took a healthy swallow. “I love all types of wine, but I’ll always choose a red over a white or a blush. How about you?”

“Ah, I like red wine also. But if there’s nothing else, I’ll drink white or a blush. Actually, I’m an equal opportunity wine drinker.”

He laughed, a deep galvanizing chuckle that had her locking her knees together. “That’s good to know.”

Good to know? Why, for the next time we meet? She bit down on her bottom lip but then released it.

“You’re annoyed. Would you prefer I leave you alone?” Instead of standing, he shifted toward her, his slack covered leg brushing her bare one.

“It’s not you. I just thought of something silly. Don’t mind me.” Goosebumps rose on her arms, and she smiled to hide her nervousness.

He moved again, bumping her thigh with his. Heat lodged in her belly.

“No stockings. You must be cold,” he murmured and drank his wine.

She twisted to face him, her knee inadvertently wedging between both of his. If he locked his legs together, she would be captured.

“I had a run and threw them out. I hope that’s not considered too gauche.”

The man snickered. “Not to me. Hey, I’m wearing red among a sea of black and white.” He indicated his handkerchief.

“Red suits you. Is it your favorite color?” Maybe his underwear is red? Heat stole up her cheeks as she considered his possible answer.

He leaned toward her. “I’ll tell you my favorite color if you tell me your name.”

A giggle erupted from her, a small sound—thank God. When a woman started singing near the piano, she looked away. The vocalist had a pleasant voice, not too loud or overbearing.

Something brushed over her arm, causing her to scrutinize the man. Did he just touch me? His forehead wrinkled and lines appeared around his mouth as if he concentrated on something, or perhaps he was in pain. “I’m Erika. My father is Roger Walsh, the man who received the Lifetime Achievement award.”

His eyebrows rose. “Roger Walsh was a visionary. I’m honored to be sitting here talking with his beautiful daughter.”

“Why thank you. Correction...he is a visionary. Dad might retire, but he has many years left in him.” Oh my God, he thinks I’m beautiful!

“You’re correct, my apologies.” Dipping his head, he waved at the bartender. “Have another glass with me? Unless you have somewhere to be or people to see?”

“Not really. I’d rather stay here. I’m enjoying our conversation.” Finishing her wine, she set down her glass, nodding at the bartender in thanks when a full one replaced her empty one. “What’s your name?”

“It’s Max. A pleasure to meet you.”

She took the hand he offered, giving it a pump. Before he released her, he brushed his thumb over her knuckles.

“You have beautiful hands. These must be ones of a writer.” He lifted her fingers to his mouth.

She withdrew from his grasp. “I don’t allow a man to press his lips on my skin until he buys me dinner,” she said with cheek, the alcohol giving her the courage to flirt.

“Am I correct?” He sipped his wine.

“Bingo. I write under a pseudonym. Have you heard of the Tammy and Whiskers series?”

His eyes lit up. “Yes I have. You’re the author of those books?”

“Yup, I’m Rosie Harper.” She gave a slight bow.

“I’m in the presence of a celebrity. In celebration, I’ll have to buy another round.”

“We haven’t even finished our second glass, and you already bought two. I should buy the third, but I might have to pass because three glasses in under an hour makes me sleepy.”

“Just sleepy?” His eyelids drooped while the corner of his mouth tilted up in a playful leer.

“You’re a big flirt, aren’t you?”

He sat up, his gaze losing its softness, changing back into an unflinching focus. “Not really. It’s just you. I like the verbal bantering.” His finger swiped down her arm.

She dug her nails in her leg when all she wanted to do was push her legs together to stop the buildup of pressure between her thighs. She couldn’t do that without him noticing. He seemed like the type who would catch her reaction and comment about it.

“What do you do?” she asked, ignoring her body’s out-of-control response.

“I work in publishing, including television and movies. I’m a jack-of-all-trades.”

“You’re a freelancer? You must do well for yourself. Most of those jobs have dried up since the downfall in the economy.”

He tapped his glass and said nothing.

Did she cross a line? How stupid could she be? She was a rich CEO’s daughter and a bestselling author who made more money than he did. Smooth move, Erika Rose! “I didn’t mean—”

“I do well for myself. I also own a side business that supplements my income.” He took a swallow of his wine. “I’ll let you in on a secret. My mother left me a nice inheritance.”

An ache squeezed her lungs. “I know it might not mean much, but I’m sorry for your loss. When did she pass?”

“She died of breast cancer when I was twelve.”

“Oh my God.” She covered her mouth. “My mother died of breast cancer when I was in college.”

“It looks like we have something in common.” His grip tightened around his glass.

She was unsure how to break the tension between them without coming across as too flighty or silly. She set her palm on his wrist. “We’re three for three.”

“Huh?” He shook his head a little, giving her his attention.

“We like wine, we both work in creative fields, and we had mothers we lost too soon.”

She waited for him to say something, but he just studied her until she looked away. A flash of heat crackled through her body, landing low in her stomach. She’d never been so turned on by a stranger, albeit a magnetic, suave gentleman like the one next to her. She withdrew her hand, but he latched onto it. Her tummy somersaulted, her breathing quickened. She melted under his penetrating stare.

“You’re exactly what I need.”

Her cell rang. She jerked in her seat, knocking into his legs. Pulling her hand away, she answered her phone.

“Where you are?” Chris sounded agitated.

“I’m in the bar down the hall. I’ll come find you.” Ending the call, she stood. “I need to go.”

Max also stood. His height dwarfed her, causing her to tilt her head back. Wow, he’s tall. “It’s been a pleasure chatting with you. I would love to—”

“Erika?”

Chris stood at the entrance. When he spotted her, he grinned.

“I better go. Perhaps I’ll see you in the ballroom?”

Max nodded.

She walked to the doorway. “What’s the matter?” she whispered to Chris, peeking back at the handsome man she’d left at the bar.

He dragged her out of the room and down the hall, the smile on his face disappearing. When they reached the main ballroom, he guided her over to the French windows near the balcony where it wasn’t as congested.

She wrenched her arm away. “Why did you drag me away? What could Max be thinking?”

“Max?” he growled. “You know who he is?”

She’d never heard him so snappish. He thrust his bangs away from his forehead. His mouth twisted into a grimace.

“He’s some freelancer I had a drink with. By the way, you need a haircut and some color to your face. You’re too pasty. How hard is my father working you?” she joked to lighten the mood.

He rolled his eyes. “Honey, the man you shared a drink with isn’t a freelancer. That’s M.L. Crawford. His first name is Maxwell. He’s the owner of Crawford Media and one of your dad’s biggest competitors in publishing.”

She winced. “Oh.”

“Oh?” Chuckling, he rubbed his hands up and down her arms in a comforting gesture. “I’m sorry for being rude, but I got worried when I couldn’t find you. It was a shock seeing you consorting with the enemy.”

“Enemy, really? Max...M.L. was a gentleman the entire time. He didn’t press me for any trade secrets that could take down the company.” She ran her tongue across her bottom lip. “He looked a bit sad, lonely even.”

“Lonely?” He snorted. “The man is never alone. He has a new flavor every week. He just broke up with one of the hottest supermodels in the U.S. A few months prior to that, he was fuc– um, dating some Broadway star. He’s a real prick. Doesn’t care who he hurts.”

His harsh tone was baffling. “Kim told me you and Max had some altercations while you were in school together. What did he do?”

His hold tightened. “What did she say?”

“I’ve been looking all over for you two.” Sidling up to them, Kim took a sip of her martini then rattled on about all the cute men she had talked with.

Chris released Erika, resting his hand on her lower back. A troubled look on his face, he drew her closer.

“I’m sorry by the way I overreacted,” he whispered in her ear. “I’m feeling a little possessive after what we shared together a few weeks ago.” His palm dipped lower, nearing the curve of her butt.

A warm, fuzzy feeling washed over her, and she wrapped her arm around his waist. Who knew it took another man to make Chris jealous?

She smiled up at him. “I forgive you.” She placed a kiss under his jaw.

He nuzzled the side of her head. “If we were alone right now, I’d—”

“Have you two been listening to me?” Kim tapped her foot, her drink sloshing over the rim as she waved her arm around.

“Looks like someone’s cut off.” Snatching his sister’s drink, he gestured toward the French doors. “How about we go out on the balcony for a few minutes? The view is fantastic. I think we can brave the chill. Right, Erika?”

She nodded. When he held out his hand, she took it, and they went outside. Kim toddled along, speaking nonsense while Erika stared up at the night sky.

The stars dazzled, luminous above the city’s skyscrapers, giving her a sense of peace. A soft jazzy tune came from the ballroom, much like the one she’d heard from the piano in the other bar. Her thoughts went back to Max. Would their paths ever cross again?

***
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The streetlights cast shadows across Max’s lap as his driver cruised down the West Side Highway. He spread his legs open, his erection tenting the front of his pants. All he needed to do was reach inside and jerk himself off for relief, but he wanted to wait, to feel the burn. His release would be all the sweeter for what he had planned.

He called Catherine on his cell.

“Hello, Maxwell. Have you finished playing nice at your boring party?”

“It wasn’t as boring as I thought it would be.” Slouching in the backseat, he groaned, his dick pulsing. He dug his fingers into the seat, taking deep breaths through his nose.

“You sound like you’re in pain. How can I help?” She sounded amused.

“Have a room ready for me in twenty minutes. I want candles, paddles, and not one but two gagged and tied up.”

“Gender?”

“Both women with a nice pair of tits, shoulder-length curly hair. If you can’t get both with the hair, I’ll take one, but I want them busty and willing for whatever I dish out. Warn them it’s going to hurt.”

“You’re the boss. It’s packed like always, so I’ll have no problem finding two ladies who’d love to service you.”

“That’s what I’m hoping for. I’ll see you in a few.” He ended the call. His entire body was strung tight, the throbbing in his groin increasing. He closed his eyes, losing himself in thoughts of Erika, tied to his bed as he straddled her face, and she deep throated his cock, swallowing his cum.
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Chapter Three
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“I didn’t expect to see you here today.” Erika clicked off the Internet browser and got up from her chair to hug Alyson, another author best known for her popular vampire romance series. She invited her to sit on the couch in the corner of her office. “It’s great to see you. How long are you staying?”

“Until Thanksgiving.” She tucked a strand of red hair behind her ear. “I’m visiting my parents and the rest of the Bristol clan.”

Erika hid her pang of envy. Her fellow author came from a large family with three older sisters and two older brothers. She’d always wondered why her own parents stopped after having one child. She would have loved at least a sister or brother.

“How did the awards ceremony go? Meet any interesting people?”

She thought of Max and his somber mood. “The ceremony was all right. No one too interesting.”

“You must have had a busy weekend.” The redhead narrowed her eyes. “Those shadows under your eyes tell me you didn’t get enough sleep.”

She wasn’t ready to bring up her interaction with Max or how she spent most of the night awake, confused about her attraction to him when she was still interested in Chris. “I spent the entire weekend finishing up the next Tammy and Whiskers book. That makes fifteen now. I already told my editor I want to take a break. I also did some prep work for the interview I have with the Mayor’s wife and her new puppy.”

“How do you handle it all with writing two books a year and penning articles on celebrities and their pets? I’m overwhelmed as it is with my current series as well as the new teen series I’m contracted for.”

“You sold it? Congratulations!” she said, more than happy for her friend.

Alyson beamed, her eyes sparkling with delight. “It’s going to be announced in Publishers Weekly next week. I’ll barely have time to celebrate because I’m under a deadline to finish the next book in time for its June release.”

“You’ll make it. You always do. This time you’ll reach number one in hardcover instead of number three.”

Her friend shrugged, twisting one of her colorful beaded bracelets. “Like you should talk.” She wagged a finger. “I bet the next Tammy and Whiskers book will crack the top ten in children’s fiction.”

“We’ll see.” The clock on the wall struck the top of the hour. “There’s a companywide meeting where lunch is being served. Dad’s officially announcing his retirement and introducing Chris as his the new CEO.” She stood. “Why don’t you join me, unless you have other plans?”

“Thanks for the invite. I didn’t have time for breakfast.” Alyson rose from the couch, smoothing the front of her brown dress. “With your dad stepping down, you can stop worrying about him and just seduce Chris.”

She stopped mid-step. “What are you talking about? We’re just friends.”

Alyson snorted. “Remember after a night when we drank one too many martinis, you admitted how much you lusted after him?” She rolled her eyes. “Tell him how you feel. What’s the worst that could happen? He says he’s not interested, and you move on. You’re a successful, smart, beautiful woman who should be dating and having lots of sex.”

She dropped her hand over her friend’s mouth. “Shh! Anyone walking by can hear you.”

“Anyone can hear you what?”

She whirled around as Chris entered her office. “Nothing. Just talking about our books.”

He gave her a look that said he didn’t believe her, but instead of pressing her for more information, he looped an arm around her waist and kissed her cheek. “Great to see you again, Alyson. How’s New Orleans treating you?”

When the redhead’s eyes widened, Erika shot her a meaningful look to behave. “Very well. I can’t believe it’s been five years since I moved there. Some people still need to come visit me.” She nudged him, and he laughed.

“I’ll plan on it sometime soon.” He turned to Erika. “Aren’t you going there for a visit?”

“Yup. I’m staying for two weeks in January. I’ve never been there, so it should be a lot of fun.” She glanced at her watch. “Oh, Dad’s announcement. We better go. He’s a stickler for time.”

“Hey, Alyson,” he said. “Do you mind going ahead? I need to ask Erika something.”

“Sure. I’ll meet you two later.” With a wave to them, she rushed to catch the elevator.

She faced Chris, curious as to what he wanted to talk to her about. Maybe he’ll finally tell me about Maxwell Crawford and their past.

Setting his hand on her shoulder, he pulled her in for a hug. “Come here.”

She wrapped her arms around him, resting her cheek on his chest, the steady beat of his heart thumping in her ear.

“Thanks. I needed this.”

She moved back. “What’s going on?”

Reaching up, he tucked one of her curls behind her ear. “You’ve been so supportive. You were the first to congratulate me after Roger recommended me as his successor. You were also there for me after Natalie and I broke up. I really needed a friend during that time. I can’t ever thank you enough.”

Face heating under his praise, she scuffed the toe of her shoe across the carpet. “You’re one of my best friends. I...I love you. I want the best for you.”

“The same goes for me.” He kissed her cheek. “If you don’t have any plans tonight, why don’t we go out to dinner and discuss our...friendship? Afterward, you can come back to my place for a nightcap.”

Does he mean a sleepover, as in us having sex? “Um, should I go home first, pack an overnight bag?”

“If you’d like.” He brushed his mouth over hers.

“It’s a date.” When their lips touched again, it lasted longer, but no tongue was involved like she expected.

He broke away and rubbed his palms together. “Great. I have a friend who works at Del Fresco’s. We shouldn’t have a problem getting a table. How does seven o’clock sound?”

Del Fresco’s? She’d always wanted to go to the classy steakhouse where her father’s affluent friends wined and dined clients.

“Yes! I accept.” Excitement coursed through her veins.

“Wonderful. After lunch, I’ll make the reservation.”

“Awesome...I mean thanks.” She wanted to smack her head for her immature slang.

Not seeming to mind, he gave her another kiss. To her delight, this one involved some tongue action. If he was liberal with his affection in public, it had to mean something.

“We better get a move on before we miss my time to shine in the spotlight.” He adjusted his tan suit jacket’s lapel. “How do I look?”

She wished she was bold enough to run her palms down the front of his shirt in the guise of getting rid of the wrinkles. “You look like a million bucks.”

“That’s what I’m hoping.” With a wink, he walked her to the elevators.

The ride down was short, but just long enough for her to enjoy the way his fingers splayed over her hip, making her nipples bead in anticipation.

Tonight would be a memorable one.
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When the knock sounded on the door, Max didn’t tell the person on the other side to enter. He liked to make them wait. He clicked off the author website of Rosie Harper, where he just bought all fourteen of the Tammy and Whiskers books. The door swung open, and Alden strolled in.

“Common courtesy calls for you to wait to be invited in.” He waved his assistant over to the empty chair in front of his desk.

“Common courtesy is something you were lacking Friday night when you left me to go to the bathroom and never came back.” Dropping a folder on the desk, he sat. “At least you were gracious enough to let me use the company credit card for drinks. The woman I took home made up for your rudeness.”

Opening the file, he scanned the pages. He’d heard enough of Alden’s sexual conquests, both male and female, to last him two lifetimes. He settled back in his chair, scanning the year old newspaper article written about Erika as Rosie Harper and the growing popularity of her children’s series.

“I don’t understand why you want more information on Walsh’s daughter. Everything you needed to know was there in the last report.” He brushed his bangs from his forehead. “Why such the interest in her now?”

“Rosie Harper is an interesting pen name she’s chosen as an author,” he said, side-stepping the question.

“It’s not surprising why. Rose is her middle name. Her mother’s maiden name was Harper. I guess she didn’t want people to associate her books with her father, although it’s obvious there’s major nepotism going on.”

“So what? She has the talent or she wouldn’t be popular with readers. Nepotism can get you so far. Your argument is moot.”

Alden leaned forward. “Okay, you might have a point, but she also writes a monthly article about celebrities and their pets for one of Walsh’s home and lifestyle magazines. They’re these sickeningly sweet interviews female readers love. It reminds me of the MTV show Cribs, but instead of highlighting million dollar homes, it’s all about the pampered pets of the rich and famous. I bet the animals eat better than I do.”

He bit down on his thumbnail as he read her professional accomplishments. “Give me the low down on Walsh’s daughter not found in the report.”

His aide took out a sheet of handwritten notes. “Erika Rose Walsh is twenty-nine, going on thirty in January. She lives in a two-story brownstone with good old dad near Central Park West. What you see is what you get with her. Nothing too fascinating. She’s very close with her father. They do a lot of things together like dinners, the movies, and the theater. She has anxiety attacks in large crowds, but she’s comfortable enough to go jogging in Central Park three times a week and has a membership at a yoga studio. She has a small group of friends, those being fellow author Alyson Whatshername, and Kimberley and Christopher Milton. Christopher is set to take over for Roger Walsh before the summer when he retires. Don’t be surprised if there are wedding bells in the future for Milton and Walsh’s beloved daughter.”

Max crumpled the newspaper article. “Milton was far from amused when he saw me talking to Erika at the ceremony. I expected him throw a punch at me.”

His assistant looked up from his notes. “There’s still hostility between the both of you?”

He shrugged, unconcerned. Milton had been a thorn in his side for years. “Apparently. But if I were in his shoes, I would react the same way if the woman I cared about fell victim to the man I believe ruined my sister’s life.”

“Which sister?”

“The older one who’s mentally imbalanced. She lives in Los Angeles with their parents, or so I’ve been told.” He slapped his palms on his knees, his way of ending the conversation. “I’ve decided Miss Walsh could use me as a friend. We had a nice conversation, and I’d like to see her again.”

Alden tapped his bottom lip with a thumb. “Just friends? I might’ve been drunk, but I noticed your reaction when you spotted her on stage. Plus, if you do become friends, how will you explain Walsh Publications’ financial problems and your plans to take over when the company files for bankruptcy?”

“I’ll have to wait and see if that happens. For now, I’m investigating, researching every angle to decide if acquiring the publishing company will benefit Crawford Media as well as bulk up my bank account.”

“And if you seduce your competitor’s daughter along the way...?” Alden paused with a coy smile.

“That will be between me and Miss Walsh.” He glanced at his watch. “I have to finish up some work here before my dinner meeting at eight at Del Fresco’s.”

“Del Fresco’s? Nice.” With another swipe to his bangs, the younger guy rose. “You always come out smelling like a rose anyway. I have no doubt you’ll do so again.”

“You think you know me, but you don’t.”

Alden stopped by the door. “You’re right M.L., I have no clue who’s the true man lurking under that suit you’re wearing. Which by the way, the color purple brings out your eyes.”

He laughed, waving the libertine away. “Leave me in peace.”

His assistant left, whistling under his breath.

He clicked his mouse to bring up the Rosie Harper website. Swiping his finger over Erika’s headshot, he imaged how soft her skin must be. He’d gotten a whiff of the slight floral scent on her wrists when he tried kissing her hand. Soon enough, he would sniff her all over while she lay naked under him, begging for release as he pounded into her without mercy.
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Chapter Four
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Delighted, Erika smiled in thanks as Chris requested they be seated near a corner, away from the main dining room. He was such a caring man, always thinking of her comfort. He also pointed out the women’s bathroom in case she needed to excuse herself and use her inhaler. The hostess escorted them to a table with a fantastic view of the Brooklyn Bridge.

“How’s this?” He pulled out her chair.

She sat down, nodding in approval at the hostess who gave them their menus and then left. Energized, she was on top of the world with finishing her latest Tammy and Whiskers book. Chris also vibrated with elation over his new position. During the cab ride, he’d held her hand then leaned toward her, giving her a heart-stopping kiss right before they reached their destination.

“Do you want to share a bottle of wine?” she asked, perusing the wine list.

“How about champagne instead?” He waved in the direction of the menu she held. “Remember, dinner and drinks are on me.”

She set down the menu and gave him a mock glare. “Shouldn’t I pay since we’re celebrating your accomplishment?”

When he reached over, taking her hand in his, her breath caught. She just about melted in her seat, the hungry look in his eyes almost undoing her.

“We’re both celebrating. My thank you for being such a great friend.”

Friend? The euphoria evaporated. She couldn’t help but notice the number of times he used the word “friend”—meaning her—when they were together. Maybe she’d been wrong and he wasn’t interested in her romantically. What if he just wanted a friends-with-benefits type of relationship?

“Hey, I lost you,” he murmured. “Penny for your thoughts.”

She pushed aside her questions, giving him an amiable smile. “I’m just thinking about which champagne to pick. There are so many, and they’re all expensive—”

Chris chuckled. “Sorry, I’m not mocking you. But you’re thinking of something else besides what we should drink.”

“Oh?” She arched an eyebrow. “You know my innermost thoughts?”

“Not the deep rooted ones, but I’ve known you for so long. I can pretty much tell when you want to ask me something but are afraid to.” He tilted his head in a way she found both sexy and adorable. “What’s on your mind?”

She licked her lips, working up the courage to tell him, but their server came over for their drink order. Chris picked a mid-priced champagne.

“You’re right.” She plucked the tablecloth. “I’ve been wondering about our relationship. I get the feeling you want more from me but something is stopping you. We’ve always been good friends, but ever since your breakup with Natalie...that night we shared together....” She shut her eyes, hoping her speech didn’t sound as lame as it did to her.

When he didn’t respond, she opened her eyes again. He drank his water, his gaze focused on the window behind her. She wanted to take his hand, but wasn’t sure if he would let her. Not willing to take the chance he might pull away, she took a roll from the basket, buttering it.

“You’re right.” He nodded. “I’ve been relying on you more than I should. You’ve always understood me. My other friends are too concerned about work and their families. I feel like the odd man out as a single one again.”

“You and me both!” she said, her voice rising to a girlish pitch. She settled herself, concentrating on her roll.

“The next few weeks are going to be difficult. Nat and I were planning a Thanksgiving wedding. We wanted to get married on Black Friday. Make it a big party where everyone would drink, eat, and have fun.”

She set her bread on her plate. “Kim explained to a point what destroyed your relationship. I wanted to ask you, but I didn’t want to be nosy.” She laid her hand palm-up on the table, hoping he would get the idea of holding it. “All I know is you ended things when you found out Natalie cheated on you.”

“She cheated on me a few times. I was never the type of boyfriend who smothered her, expecting us to be together every day. She liked her freedom, and I liked mine. So when she went out with her girlfriends without me, I didn’t mind.” Grabbing a roll, he ripped it in two. “But then I found out what type of clubs she went to and what she did there.”

“She had one night stands or was fooling around with bartenders?” she asked in a soft voice.

He grimaced. “Not at first, but then she went to a few sex clubs in the city. Started screwing around with the men there.”

She almost choked on her bread. “Are you serious? I’ve heard of those clubs, but I had no idea there were any in the area.”

“You can find them online. A close friend of hers is into them, so much so, she started working at one. Nat used to joke about how her friend had a closet full of leather outfits and sex toys. They went to the village to visit the fetish clothing stores, too.” He slathered butter on half of the roll. “She became addicted to the lifestyle. Got tired of me and our boring sex life.”

Uncomfortable with the way the conversation was headed, she took his hand. To her surprise, he linked their fingers. “It’s not your fault. I couldn’t tell you one person I know who’d admit they liked being tied up and whipped in front of people at some dingy club.”

“You have met someone who’s into the scene.”

“Who? Please don’t tell me it’s Kim or—”

“Crawford owns an underground sex club.”

Shock flowed through her body. No way! “You mean Max, M.L. Crawford you flipped out at me about on Friday night? But he’s so....”

“Erika, you talked to him for what, not even a half-hour? I’ve known him for years. There’s something not right about him. He’s dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” She shook her head. “But then, you know more about him than I do. And since you brought him up, spill. What did he do to make you not like him?” She covered her mouth as a possible reason popped in her head. “Do you think Natalie slept with him and they had kinky sex?”

He scowled.

She gulped down the rest of her water. Insert foot into mouth, you idiot!

“Not that I know of. She’s not his type. He likes women who are broken, easy to manipulate.”

She lurched back. What does that make me then? “How do you know?” she asked.

He tapped his finger on the table. “I know because he damaged my—”

“Chris, my man!”

When she recognized the man in the suit approaching them, she swallowed a groan.

“Mitch!” Chris jumped up.

Both men slapped each other’s back. She rose from her chair to greet the top sale rep for the general fiction book division at Walsh.

“Congratulations on everything. I’m at a table with a group from the sales department.” Mitch glanced between the two of them. “It looks like you haven’t eaten yet. Why not join us? We can toast to your success, Mister Newly Coined President of Walsh Publications.”

She wanted to drop down in her seat and cross her arms like a petulant child. She wasn’t in the mood for a large group. She wanted to stay with Chris in their little corner talking. She’d hoped at end of dinner, he would invite her to his place for dessert, where she could at last help him recover from his fiancée’s betrayal.

“Sounds great.” He turned to her, his eyes bright, his smile inviting. “What do you say? You’ll be all right dining with a few more people.”

She sighed internally. Even though her anxiety condition was known, it wasn’t common knowledge spread among her father’s employees.

“Sure, why not? Sounds like fun.” She gave both men a polite smile she hoped hid her true feelings.

“Follow me!” Mitch beckoned.

Chris draped an arm around her shoulder. “I’ll be by your side the entire time.” He leaned closer. “We’ll talk more later, okay?”

When his lips brushed the side of her throat, she swallowed a moan of excitement.
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Instead of departing the restaurant, Max decided to have a cappuccino at the bar. While looking over the dessert menu, he caught a glimpse of something in his peripheral. As a rule, he didn’t believe in coincidences but considered changing his mind upon spotting Erika Walsh exiting the women’s bathroom. Stopping, she lifted a short, white plastic tube to her mouth.

Ah, an inhaler, of course. He remembered reading about her affliction. He kept an eye on the woman in black slacks and a short-sleeved button-down pink top. The bright color suited her, giving her an air of innocence, a girlish quality he found alluring. But from the way her shirt tightened across her considerable chest and how well her ample hips filled out her pants, she was all woman.

She took out her cell phone, staring at it while she walked. Standing, he held out an arm to stop her.

She jerked back, awareness filling her gaze. “You!”

He smiled, clasping his hands behind his back. “How are you, Erika?”

“F-fine. How are you?” Her tongue slipped along her bottom lip.

“I’m very well, now that I’ve seen you again.”

Her cheeks grew red. Another innocent quality of hers he found endearing.

“It’s quite the coincidence we’ve seen one another again in a city so large. What are the odds?”

“It’s a small world. Are you sitting down to dinner?”

“I’ve just finished a business meeting, but before I headed out, I wanted dessert. Would you like to join me for a few minutes, or am I keeping you from your date?” Grinding his teeth, he hoped she didn’t say a date. If she did, he might have to leave before he reacted in a way that would embarrass them both.

“I’m here with a friend. Or rather, work friends. We’re celebrating a co-worker’s recent promotion.” Laughter erupted from across the room, and she peered over her shoulder. “I don’t think he...I mean they will miss me.” She snapped her fingers. “I owe you a glass of wine.”

“I would like that. You can help me pick a dessert. We can share.” He cursed the beseeching tone in his voice. He needed to remain in control. Before they left each other’s company tonight, they would exchange phone numbers, and he would make plans for their date.

She settled on a stool. “I heard the chocolate cheesecake here is to die for.”

He sat next to her, hanging his arm over the back of her chair, effectively boxing her in.

She set her small purse on top of the bar. “Do we stick to a Merlot or try something different?”

“Ladies choice.”

She raised her hand for the bartender’s attention and gave him their order. Max curled his fingers into his palm to stop from caressing her back or brushing her hair from the shoulders he longed to kiss.

“It’s been awhile since I ate something rich like cheesecake.” She rubbed her palms together.

He chuckled, amused by her girlish excitement. “Same for me. It will be a treat for us both.”

Within minutes, the bartender set the decadent dessert in front of them with two spoons. Erika was the first to take a bite. She closed her eyes on a moan. “Mmm, this is incredible.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” He made no move to join the tasting, preferring to watch her in the throes of rapture for the delectable confection.

His unruly cock twitched every time she slipped the chocolate covered spoon in her mouth. He shifted in his seat, scraping his nails along the back of the chair to stop from grabbing her by nape and devouring her mouth. In all his years of sexual practice, he’d never licked chocolate sauce off a woman’s naked body. That needed to change as soon as possible and with her as his willing victim.

“Mmm, I love chocolate.” Setting the spoon down, she patted her mouth with a napkin. She dipped her fingertip in the frosting coating the plate then licked it off.

He bit down on his thumb nail to stop from leaning over and sucking her finger into his mouth. “You enjoyed that,” he said in a hoarse voice.

“What? Oh, I guess I did. You must think I’m a pig for eating it all.” She rolled her lips in between her teeth.

Fuck it. Grasping her chin in his hand, he brushed his thumb over the corner of her mouth. A smudge of chocolate came away, and he licked it off. “You missed a spot.”

A blush rose up from under her shirt, spreading along her throat and cheeks. He moved his arm over the chair, trailing his fingers down her back.

She didn’t react. Instead, she raised her glass into the air. “Cheers.”

He did the same. “What are we toasting to?”

“Good wine, good food, and new friends.”

“Friends? Is that what we are?”

“You don’t want to be?” She focused on her lap. “I guess I spoke too—”

“Shh.” He rested his finger on her mouth.

Her breath came out in little pants, making him want to feel her breath on other key parts of his body, his dick in particular. He would need to leave soon to take care of his erection.

Grasping her hand, he threaded their fingers together on top of the bar. “I’m not friends with many women. Most have been romantic interludes. Also, we’re enemies if you think about it.”

“Because you’re my father’s competitor?”

“Yes. I don’t think Roger or his second in command, Christopher, would like you being here with me or us talking about being friends.”

She took a sip of her wine. “He warned me to stay away from you. But I make my own decisions about the people I want to interact with.”

He chuckled. Such vibrant energy! Or it could have been the second glass of wine she drank. Whichever, he wanted to tap into the woman who was Erika Walsh, learning all her secrets, uncovering her desires.

“Ah yes, Milton and I have issues. But I’d rather talk about more interesting things like you.”

“Me? I’m boring.”

“You are not boring. You intrigue me in ways no other woman has.”

Laughing, she shook her head. “Now you’re feeding me a line. You’ve dated some of the most beautiful, fascinating women in Manhattan. I can’t compete with them. That’s why it’s better if we’re just friends.”

It would be a cold day in hell before they were just friends. He gnawed his thumb nail, flinching when he bit the skin.

“You bite your nails,” she remarked.

“My left thumb.” He wiggled the digit. “It’s a habit I can’t seem to break and do when—”

“You’re nervous?” She tugged a chestnut strand. “I twirl my hair when I’m nervous. My mother used to do the same.”

“My mother had short blonde hair.” He couldn’t think of many things he and his mother shared together. As for his father, they had more in common than he cared to admit.

“I like the color purple.” She circled her finger near his chest, indicating his shirt. “First red, now purple. What’s next, yellow or orange?” With a giggle, she finished her wine, flagging down the bartender for another.

He grabbed her hand. “Why don’t you slow down? I’d hate for you to end up in the bathroom, praying to the porcelain god.”

“I’ve never done that. I don’t drink all that much. Have you?”

“Drink until I’m smashed? Not recently.”

“No, I mean when you were in college. Did you go to college?”

“I graduated with a bachelors in Business and a minor in English. I also have a Masters in Finance. At one time, I wanted to be a teacher. I would have liked to have taught Shakespeare or other great classic writers like Chaucer or Alighieri. I can recite The Divine Comedy by memory.”

“I can see you as a professor, molding young minds.”

“One of my favorites is T.H. White’s The Once and Future King. My brother Cameron and I would act out the book. I’d play Merlin, and he would be Arthur as we fought dragons and evil knights trying to take over the realm.”

“I wish I had a brother or sister. Is he younger or older?”

His erection deflated. The only person he’d talked to about his brother was Catherine. Once a year, right around the anniversary of his death—which was next week.

His phone pinged. Taking his cell out, he glanced at the screen. Speak of the devil. She’d sent a text asking when he was coming to The Gate.

“I’ve loved talking with you again, but I have to go.” He threw a few bills on the bar.

“Was it something I said? I didn’t mean to—”

Cupping the back of her head, he stared down into her eyes. He hated leaving, but if he stayed any longer, he would ask her to come back to his place, destroying the innocence he found so alluring. He needed to take things slowly, or he would scare her away.

He pressed his lips to her forehead, keeping his mouth there. He flicked his tongue over her skin, tasting the sweet saltiness. She flinched. Releasing her, he stepped back. Questions still lurked in her eyes but also sympathy and...longing.

His erection roared to life again. He tensed his groin muscles to keep his reaction in check. Taking out a pen, he wrote his private number on a cocktail napkin. “You should go back to your party before they miss you. I assume Milton is with them. I’d hate to have an altercation with him after the pleasant time we shared.”

“How did you know—?”

“Here.” He held out the napkin. She accepted without reading it. “I want to see you again, but you have to be the one to call me. I know it sounds odd, but trust me. If you call, I’ll answer.”

“O-okay, I think.” She blinked at him in confusion.

Brushing her hair over her shoulder, he grazed his knuckles over her collarbone. “The things I would love to do to you, to show you,” he whispered more to himself than to her. With a kiss to her cheek, he walked toward the front of the restaurant to catch a cab. At the door, he looked back.

Erika stood, holding the napkin.

“Call me.” He waved then strode out of the restaurant.

He waited outside, gazing through the window as she sat
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