
  
    [image: Blue]
  


  
    
      BLUE

    

    
      
        LISE GOLD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Lise Gold Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Lise Gold Books

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Edited by Claire Jarrett

      Cover design by Lise Gold Books

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Unable are the loved to die. For love is immortality.
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      The preparations for the night ahead were in full swing as Celia roamed the dark corridors of the medieval Krügerner Castle in search of someone who could lend her a blow-dryer. All doors were open, airing the spacious guestrooms that were decorated with lavish fabrics and wallpapers, and filled with antique furniture. Maids in traditional black and white uniforms were rushing in and out with towels and linens, preparing the rooms for the annual summer ball.

      Coming here was like going back in time. Celia liked the smell of damp in the old walls, and the sound of the floorboards creaking under her feet when it was quiet at night. Many would find it creepy, but this place was her home away from home, and she was genuinely excited to be back again. Although the winters here were spectacular, with snow-covered mountains and crisp air, summer was her favorite time of the year in Switzerland. It smelled fresh and green, and the lake that stretched along the back yard lay still, shimmering in the sun. The white roses that grew up against the walls gave the castle a romantic touch, and especially at night, it looked spectacular when the facade was lit up by spotlights.

      The impressive property in Lucerne, Switzerland, was owned by her uncle, an eccentric aristocrat who despite being semi-retired, also happened to be one of the biggest art dealers in the world. Since Celia was family, she was one of the lucky few who always had a room waiting for her, and after visiting since her childhood, she knew the castle inside out. The interior hadn’t changed much over the past twenty years, as Dieter Krügerner liked everything to be original, down to the smallest details. Sometimes that meant comfort had to give a little. There was no central heating in the hallways or corridors, and it was cool inside, even in the midst of summer.

      Celia buried her hands deep in the pockets of the black velvet robe, her family crest embroidered in a dazzling gold thread over the left side of her chest. Her hair was wrapped in a towel as she’d just come out of the shower, and she was barefoot, allowing the deep red nail polish on her toes to dry. She was still recovering from jet lag, after arriving from New York yesterday, but the two-hour nap had perked her up a little, and she was excited for the night ahead and keen to get ready.

      “Can I help you, Frau Krügerner?” One of the maids asked her.

      Celia pointed to the trolley that the maid was pushing toward the next room, holding appliances and a variety of toiletries. “Yes please, Lina. Can I take one of those blow-dryers?”

      “Of course.” Lina handed her one. “Do you need anything else?”

      “No, thank you, I have everything in my room.” Celia smiled at her. “Have any of the other guests arrived yet?”

      “Not yet.” It wasn’t the maid who answered, but her uncle who had snuck up on them. He was wearing a velvet robe too; his, a deep green that matched his padded slippers.

      “Uncle Dieter!” Celia flew around his neck and gave him a long hug. “It’s so good to see you again. Sorry I missed you last night; my flight was delayed.”

      “Good to see you too, kiddo.” He squeezed Celia so hard that she could barely breathe. “You should have come a couple of days earlier like I asked you to. Her ladyship will be here soon, so the peace will be short-lived.” The cheeky undertone in his voice as he referred to his sister-in-law—Celia’s mother—hadn’t gone unnoticed, and they both laughed.

      “Believe me, I wanted to, but I had a problem with one of my shipments and I wanted to solve the issue so I could relax while I was here.” Celia only saw her mother a couple of times a year, and the summer ball was one of the occasions she had to put up with her demanding and irrational behavior. The woman was simply impossible, and so was her brother, who was always at her heel. “I heard she’s bringing a date,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Poor man. Or perhaps I should say poor boy, as I doubt he’s a day older than twenty-five; that seems to be her limit these days.”

      “I’m sure the poor boy knows what he’s getting himself into.” Her uncle narrowed his eyes as he looked at her. “But speaking of dates, I see you’ve come alone this year, and that’s a first.”

      “I didn’t feel like company.”

      “Or maybe you were hoping to reacquaint yourself with someone here?” He paused. “Erin, perhaps? She’s confirmed her attendance.”

      Heat rose to Celia’s cheeks just at the mention of Erin. Her uncle was right; the woman she’d met here last year had been on her mind ever since, and Celia was secretly hoping she’d see her again. Nothing had happened between them, as they’d both brought a date, but that one dance they’d shared had stayed with her like it was yesterday. The way Erin had held her; tight and possessively… She’d never been held like that. Even after the song had finished, they’d lingered in the middle of the dance floor until Erin’s girlfriend had pulled her away for the next dance. Celia suspected she’d spotted the instant attraction that had sparked between them that night, no doubt aware of the way Erin’s fingers were caressing her back, and how her hands had lowered to pull her in closer.

      “No. I’m genuinely happy with my own company,” Celia lied after a passing maid pulled her out of her thoughts, and she chuckled when her uncle’s lips stretch into a knowing smile. “Besides, the last time I saw Erin she had a girlfriend. A very beautiful girlfriend,” she added, thinking of the cute blonde who had been on Erin’s arm. Not only was she tall and stunning, Celia had also learned that she was a civil rights lawyer in the brief conversation they’d had, and there was no way she could compete with that.

      “I don’t think it was very serious between them,” her uncle said casually.

      “Really?” Celia nervously fiddled with the buttons on the blow-dryer. “Do you mean she’s single now?”

      “I knew it. You were smitten then and you still are; I can see it all over your face. You never could hide anything from me.” Her uncle laughed, holding onto his belly. Extravert, overweight, bald, and with a rugged, white beard, he was larger than life in all senses, but for the first time in decades, he was looking slimmer and his face even looked a little gaunt. “I’m not sure about her current status. I guess you’ll just have to wait and find out.” He scratched his shiny scalp and shot her a challenging grin, knowing he was driving her crazy with his relentless teasing. Erin and her uncle were good friends, and there was no way he wasn’t informed about her dating life.

      “Okay, I confess, I might have found her somewhat attractive,” Celia admitted with a smirk. She looked him up and down, now noticing he really did look significantly different. “Have you lost weight?”

      “I have, can you tell? I stopped dieting altogether and guess what? The weight just started dropping off.” He spread his arms and shrugged. “Anyway, it’s a beautiful day, so let’s not linger here in the dark. Care to join me for breakfast by the lake?”
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      Erin dropped her weekend bag on the floor and hung up her suit before she opened a beer from the minibar in her hotel room, tired after the journey. An eleven-day journey, to be precise. But it had been a fabulous eleven days on her yacht, and she’d gotten a lot of work done while sitting at the covered seating area on the upper deck, enjoying the view over the Atlantic. Her tan was deep now, and even with her short hair, she looked like her mother, she thought as she stared at her reflection in the mirror.

      Sipping her beer, Erin took in the room. It was a little over the top and she didn’t like the design, but it was practical for a couple of nights until she headed back to France, where her yacht was moored. The view from her corner suite, however, was exquisite. Endless green mountains with grazing cows dotted around stretched out in front of her. The charming old city of Lucerne lay below stretching along the large lake. She could see Krügerner Castle, her destination, on the other side of the lake, and the sight sent a flutter to her belly.

      It would be her second year attending Dieter Krügerner’s summer ball—a widely anticipated event held in June—with invitations so sought after, they were like gold dust. She’d met Dieter a couple of years back through mutual friends when she was in California visiting her parents, and a wonderful, tight friendship had developed, despite their age-gap and their backgrounds that couldn’t have been more different.

      Erin was looking forward to seeing her lovely, fun friend again, but the main reason she’d been a little nervous over the course of her journey, was the thought of seeing Dieter’s niece, Celia. They’d only shared one dance last year, nothing more, but she remembered every moment of those brief five minutes. The way Celia smelled as she held her; fruity and sweet. Her long, dark hair that tempted her to run her fingers through it, her big, brown eyes and her beautiful smile… Her voice and her enchanting laugh, so delicate in her ear. Erin could still recall how her hand felt in hers, how they’d moved, like they’d danced together for years. But even after replaying that dance over and over, there wasn’t one specific thing she could pinpoint that had drawn her in the minute they’d been introduced to each other. What had slayed her was the invisible force that seemed to radiate around them; one she couldn’t name or explain it if she tried. Chemistry just wasn’t a strong enough word.

      The instant attraction had come as a shock to her because frankly, it was unheard of for her to fall for someone she didn’t know. Just one glance was all it had taken, one second of eye contact and she’d wanted Celia like she’d never wanted anyone before. She’d seen a twinkle in Celia’s eyes too, and looking back, that made sense because something as powerful as the pull she’d felt couldn’t be entirely one-sided.

      Of course, it wasn’t that simple. She’d brought a date to the ball last year, and Celia had brought her girlfriend, Darcy. Darcy was the polar opposite to Erin; feminine, elegant, sophisticated, and frankly, she’d been surprised when Celia had asked her to dance while Darcy was distracted.

      Her own date had been nothing but a brief affair. The woman was stunning, intelligent and sweet. Erin had even entertained the idea that it could grow into something more serious, but after meeting Celia, she just wasn’t feeling it anymore, and she’d been comparing women to her ever since.

      It was only ever one dance and Erin had told herself many times to forget about it, to put the woman out of her mind. Celia came from aristocracy. It wasn’t just the gold signet ring she wore with the family’s crest that gave that away; it was apparent in her poise and the way she moved and spoke, the way she held herself in conversations; polite but with a certain distance. She belonged in a whole different league, quite possibly darting through life like a princess and no doubt running in high circles. Erin herself was wealthy, but she was self-made and came from a working-class background. Having worked her ass off for everything she owned, the last thing she needed was a high-maintenance woman by her side who took everything in life for granted.

      Still, Erin longed to kiss her, even a year later, and that was the reason she’d come alone tonight. She wasn’t short of women in her life—in fact, she was very, very popular with the ladies in Bermuda—but she knew it wouldn’t be fair to bring a date to the ball if her focus was on someone else. Women sensed things like that, just like they always sensed Erin wasn’t long-term relationship material.

      She zipped open the bag she’d hung on one of the clothes hooks, her mouth tugging into a smile as she studied the custom-made tuxedo. Just like last year, she’d certainly stand out as the only woman wearing a tux, but Erin hadn’t worn a dress since she’d last visited her grandmother in Morocco at the age of fifteen, and anything other than a suit simply wasn’t an option. Attending a ball solo was kind of frowned upon too, but Dieter was a good friend, and she knew he didn’t care about etiquette and appearances like the rest of his family. Besides, she was donating a significant lot to the charity auction that would be held over dinner, so that should impress his guests.

      Stripping off her clothes and grabbing a towel, another rush of excitement coursed through her at the hope of seeing Celia in a couple of hours. It was likely she’d bring a date, or perhaps she was still with the same woman. Erin had tried to find out, but Celia’s social profiles were set to private, and she knew Dieter and Celia were close, so she hadn’t dared to ask him about her love life either.

      Erin finished her beer and headed for the shower. Date or no date, she was planning on making a lasting impression on the woman who had been on her mind since last summer. And if for some serendipitous reason Celia came alone, well, then she’d do everything in her ability to charm the hell out of her. If there was something Erin wasn’t short of, it was confidence.
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      Celia let the satin fabric of her red gown fall down over her stiletto heels, then adjusted her thin shoulder straps in the mirror. It fitted her like a glove and was the perfect dress for the occasion; elegant and sexy but not revealing enough to be considered vulgar. The bias-cut fabric emphasized her slim waist, modest curves and full breasts, and although the low back didn’t allow for a bra, she could still get away with not wearing one at thirty-eight. Besides, she was in the mood to seduce tonight and showing a little skin would only help in that department. Her long, brown hair fell over her shoulders in loose waves, and apart from mascara and the bright-red kiss-proof lipstick that claimed not to smudge or wear off, she was wearing little makeup. She smiled at herself in the mirror, feeling satisfied with how she looked.

      An unexpected knock on the door made her jump, and she rushed over to open it. Letting out a dramatic cry, she gave her mother a hug and told her all the things she wanted to hear; that it was great to see her again, that she’d missed her, and that she looked beautiful and ten years younger than the last time she’d seen her.

      “Thank you, dear. I paid Dr. Sebastian a visit last week, and he agrees that I look ten years younger, too.” Her mother stroked the fabric of her silver ballgown, then looked Celia over while she pointed at her dress. “It’s red,” was all she said before her big lips pulled into a straight line of disappointment.

      “Yes, it is.” Celia raised her brows questioningly and waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t. Her mother never let a chance pass to take a compliment whilst subtly offending another woman over her appearance, and that included her own daughter. It didn’t sting; Celia was used to it and she’d decided a long time ago that she couldn’t care less what her mother thought of her. “Where is your chaperone?”

      “Leopold is coming.” Her mother looked over her shoulder. “Leopold, hurry up for God’s sake! I need my purse.”

      Celia’s heart went out to the man who joined her mother in the doorway and handed her a silver pouch. He was older than she’d expected; probably her age, which was an improvement from the last string of boyfriends, and he shot her a sweet smile as he held out his hand to shake hers. “Leo. Nice to meet you.”

      “Leopold,” her mother corrected him. “He goes by Leopold.” Celia doubted anyone of his age still went by that name, and the absurd idea of her mother insisting he presented himself as such, almost made her laugh.

      “Hi. I’m Celia. It’s really nice to meet you too.” She was about to engage in small talk with him, but her mother interrupted them.

      “Have you seen the table plan, dear? They’ve just put the board with the table plan up by the ballroom entrance and I saw that you’re not even seated at the family table. It’s simply unheard of; I’m going to speak to your uncle about it right away.”

      That news was like music to Celia’s ears and she swiftly put a hand on her mother’s arm and smiled in an attempt to calm her down. Apart from her uncle, there were very few relatives she enjoyed spending time with, so she’d be the last person to feel insulted or complain about not sitting with them. “It’s fine, Mom. Please don’t bother him right now, he’s a little stressed today.” Another lie had slipped from her tongue. Uncle Dieter was rarely stressed, and he’d been nothing but chirpy since breakfast. Her mother was right though; it was unusual, and it might even spark rumors about a family feud, but she was sure he’d done it for a reason. A tingling sensation spread through her core as she speculated what the reason for the curious arrangements might be. “It’s okay, really. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up tomorrow.”

      ‘Her ladyship’ looked bitter at being thwarted and drew in her lips as if she’d sucked on a very sour lemon. “All right. But he has to know that it is unacceptable. I don’t even know the people you’re sitting next to. Brian Prendergast and Erik something…”

      “Erin?” Celia asked hopefully.

      “Could be. I didn’t pay attention as the surname didn’t ring a bell. Something foreign.” Her mother let out a deep sigh. “Basically a nobody.”

      Celia’s face flushed, and her pulse started racing. Good old Uncle Dieter. He’s made me a very happy woman. “I really don’t care, so let’s not make a fuss. Please,” she begged, until she finally saw her mother relax a little. “How about we have an aperitive together? I’d love to get to know Leo better.” She turned to him and winked. “Apologies, I meant Leopold.”

      “Fine.” Her mother turned on her heel. “We’ll see you in the entrance hall in ten minutes. Your brother and his girlfriend should be there, too.”

      “Wait… Girlfriend?” Celia was talking to herself now as her mother had already disappeared. She let out a silent groan as she closed the door. Her pompous brother Fabian was quite possibly her least favorite member of the family but luckily, he had just as little interest in her. He had her mother wrapped around his little finger, leeched off her, and he hadn’t worked a day in his life. Frankly, she had zero respect for him.

      Coming from old money in a long bloodline of Swiss bankers, of which most moved to the US two generations back and started investing there, the small fortune Celia had inherited from her father was enough for her to do the same. She liked to work though, and she felt good about herself when she accomplished things on her own.

      Unlike her relatives, she lived in a modest three-bedroom apartment that she’d bought a couple of years back, and she didn’t waste money on expensive cars, women or drugs. Instead, she ran a compact business that exported organic baby food to China because she’d seen an opportunity there seven years ago. It had become very successful and what she liked about it was the simplicity. Apart from one middleman in Beijing and an assistant and an accountant in New York, she had no staff, and that gave her the freedom to take time off, or to go away whenever she wanted.

      Despite her easy lifestyle, Celia didn’t date much. Burned by numerous women in the past—who turned out to be more interested in Celia’s family fortune than in her—relationships had taken a backseat, but the lack of intimacy didn’t bother her. She liked her own company, she was popular in the casual dating department and all in all, she was comfortable in her life. Sometimes, she longed for something more, but it was hard to find a woman she both trusted and liked, especially if she took the very important factor of chemistry into account. Chemistry was rare, at least for her, and as much as she’d like to lose herself in passion, that wasn’t in the cards for her right now. Or maybe it is, the little voice in the back of her mind told her as she grabbed her purse and headed out the door. Her head was spinning just at the thought of seeing Erin again.
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      “Good to see you again, my friend.” Erin gave Dieter a hug and a pat on his back. “You’re looking very trim.” Most people had already arrived, she noticed, the valets busy parking cars in the last few spots on the premises. Dieter was smoking a cigar in front of the main entrance and he seemed relaxed and happy while he welcomed his guests.

      “Thank you. Lost some weight so I can keep up with my young Andy.”

      “You’re still seeing him?” Erin asked. “I’d love to meet him.”

      “Yes, he’s inside, mingling like a queen. I’ll introduce you to him later.” Dieter eyed Erin’s tux and gave her an approving grin. “I’m terribly sorry I couldn’t put you up here tonight. Turning down family causes more drama than I’m willing to deal with and I only have eleven bedrooms, so I hope I didn’t cause offense.”

      Erin chuckled at his ‘only eleven bedrooms’ remark and shook her head. “Don’t worry about it, the hotel is just fine.”

      “No, it’s not fine. I’d much rather have you here than those terrible gold-diggers, but if I did that, they might start asking questions and…”

      “I know.” Erin lowered her voice. “And really, you don’t need to apologize. I’m just happy to see you.” She looked through the enormous double doors and heard music and laughter coming from the entrance hall. A red carpet ran from the parking lot to the entrance, where guests’ eyes were drawn upward to a canopy of white string lights that hung down from the castle’s ceiling like a sparkling shower of rain. Underneath it, butlers ushered people inside to take their coats. “This looks spectacular yet again. I don’t know how you do it.”

      “Trust me, none of this is my doing, but we have gone all out this year.” Dieter took a long drag from his cigar and smiled at one of the maids, who came out to empty the standing ashtray. “As you know, my staff is fantastic.” He regarded Erin, who narrowed her eyes as she continued to glance into the hall.

      “Looking for anyone in particular?”

      “No.” Erin flinched at how quick and loud her answer left her lips.

      “Okay.” Holding up both hands in defense at her unexpectedly sharp tone, Dieter laughed. “Just asking. How was the journey by the way? I can’t thank you enough for your generosity in donating a vacation on your yacht for the charity auction. Some of the guests already have their bags packed and their minds set on placing the highest bid so I have high hopes we’ll raise a lot of money.”

      “That’s fantastic. What charity are you supporting this year?”

      “Actually I decided on two. Half of the proceeds will go to an LGBTQ refugee and asylum seekers charity, and the other half will go to my foundation that gives money to the arts, which includes providing college grants to talented kids from impoverished backgrounds.” Dieter stubbed out his cigar and gave her another big smile. “It’s the biggest auction I’ve organized so far.”

      “Yes, I had a look through the auction catalog online and can see you’re selling off some impressive pieces yourself.” Erin wanted to ask him about his health, but this was not the right time to discuss such serious topics. “Well, fingers crossed your guests will be digging deep into their pockets tonight. I’d better go inside,” she said, gesturing to a couple that was walking up to Dieter to say hello. “I’ll see you later. Enjoy the party.”

      Her pulse started racing as she entered the grand hallway where guests were being welcomed. Now crossed off the guestlist, she handed her phone to one of the security guards, who marked it with her name and placed it in a safe. Phones or cameras were off-limits at Dieter’s summer ball. Besides the fact that he preferred people interacting with each other instead of with their phones, this was a night for the rich and famous to party without the risk of being exposed. According to Dieter, there was rarely a serious scandal, but his guests drank a lot, and sometimes people got caught cavorting with ones they shouldn’t be cavorting with.

      Taking a glass of champagne off a tray, Erin thanked the waitress. She was just about to cross the room and greet her and Dieter’s mutual friends from L.A., when her eye caught the board with the table plan in front of the doors to the ballroom. She scanned the list for her name, then felt a wave of excitement as she saw who she would be sitting next to. There was no way this could be a coincidence as Celia would normally be at the family table, and she silently thanked Dieter, who had obviously been a lot more observant last year than she’d realized.

      “Erin!”

      Erin turned to find her friends had already spotted her. “Mark, Dunja,” she said, walking over to them. “It’s lovely to see you both again.” She gave them a hug and held up her glass in a toast.

      “You’re looking very tanned. Have you been out on the water much?” Dunja asked.

      “I have, actually. I…” Erin stopped mid-sentence as she caught sight of Celia, standing with her mother. For a moment, she felt paralyzed and could do nothing but stare. There was another man with them, whom she recognized to be Celia’s brother, but apart from him, there was no one by her side. It was as if Celia could feel Erin’s eyes on her, the way she suddenly looked around the room, distracted while her mother was talking to her. The long, red dress with its low-cut back looked gorgeous on her, and Erin could already imagine her hand on her bare skin while they danced. Everything about her was still as captivating as last year, and when a hint of insecurity flashed over Celia’s features as she scanned the entrance hall once again, Erin knew she’d been looking for her too. “I’m terribly sorry,” she said, excusing herself. “I’ll be right back to catch up with you guys but there’s something I need to do first.”

      Just as she was about to approach her, Celia turned and started walking down the passageway where the ground-floor restrooms were situated. Erin picked up her pace, and she could feel the pull getting stronger while she closed the distance between them, as if Celia was magnetic and drawing her in. Normally, she would have waited until they were seated before speaking to her. Erin was patient by nature and lived by the motto that all good things came to those who waited, but now, another hour without even saying ‘hi’ to Celia suddenly seemed like a lifetime away. She looked so damn hot swaying her hips while she walked, her hair dancing over her back in long waves.

      Unaware of Erin behind her, Celia gasped when she said her name and took hold of her wrist. Erin hadn’t meant to touch her; she’d acted on impulse, but now that it was too late, she figured she might as well go with it. Seeing Celia shiver and noticing the goose bumps that appeared on her arms, she moved closer as her object of desire froze to the ground.
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      Celia liked the anticipation, the waiting game, and she felt good about how she looked as she joined her mother, brother and a handful of distant family members at one of the standing tables in the entrance hall where champagne and finger food was being served. Even if nothing happened tonight, she would make sure Erin noticed her.

      She could have looked her up on social media, or asked her uncle for Erin’s number, but she’d been worried that that rare sense of attraction and mystery surrounding her would fade if she gave into the temptation. And so, she still knew nothing more about Erin than she’d learned last year, which was very little. She was American, she lived in Bermuda and she did something with boats.

      Keeping half an eye on the door while she engaged in meaningless conversation with her brother, she adjusted her red dress that was as dramatic as the castle in full decor. Hundreds of candles were lit, and a large classical orchestra was playing a waltz on the wide staircase. The absence of artificial light and electronic music was unique in this day and age, and she heard gasps of delight each time new guests arrived.

      “May I check your purse, please?” a member of staff asked her. “I’ve noticed you haven’t been through security yet and you need to store your phone, if you have one on you.”

      “I’m so sorry. I forgot to leave my phone in my room and have my name ticked off the list. I’m in the red room,” Celia clarified, noticing the woman was not one of Dieter’s full-time staff members. She shot her an apologetic look as she handed over her mobile.

      “No problem. I’ll make sure it gets returned to your room.” The woman marked it with Celia’s name and put it in a velvet pouch. The only proof that tonight had ever taken place would be in her memory.

      As always, it felt strange to be without her phone, but Dieter Krügerner never did things the traditional way which was exactly the reason why this ball was so popular.

      Celia and her family weren’t the only people who had flown over from abroad. Out of the four hundred guests attending the ball, at least three hundred had travelled extensively to get here, knowing it would be worth their time and effort. The room dripped money. Artists, actors and other people from the creative industry, celebrities, aristocrats, business moguls and family members like herself were dressed up to the nines; the women in fabulous dresses, the men in exclusive designer suits.

      When Celia spotted the only woman in a suit walking through the doors, she took in a quick breath, because although she was standing across the other side of the room, there was no mistaking her identity. Erin’s tailor-made tuxedo was cut to perfection, and she wore it like no woman ever could. Her posture and the way she carried herself was that of someone entirely at ease in her body, and Celia loved the longer locks of her pixie cut black hair that fell casually over one eyebrow, the way she imagined her to wear it every day. Just like last year, Celia could feel the pull from afar as Erin entered the room, unaware of her eyes on her.

      The way she smiled as she handed over her phone had a purity to it that was incredibly sexy. Celia remembered that smile all too well. Alluring, determined, and a little dangerous. But what she like most about her appearance was the absence of a woman on her arm. Erin grabbed a glass of champagne and greeted a couple of people while her eyes scanned the crowd. Is she looking for me? When she walked over to the table plan next to the ballroom entrance, Celia saw her smile widen, and she knew Erin had come here with the same intention.

      “Celia?” Her mother raised her voice. “Celia, your brother just asked you a question.” Again, she glared at Celia’s dress as if it was the most hideous thing she’d ever seen.

      “Sorry, Fabian. What were you saying?” She tried not to sound irritated, but she was, because now she’d lost sight of Erin.

      “I asked why you haven’t brought a plus one.” Fabian raised a brow. “Was it that hard for you to find a date? Did that last woman dump you too?”

      Rolling her eyes at him, Celia shook her head. “You’re an asshole, you know that? It was never serious in the first place and I’m not seeing anyone right now. Unlike you, I don’t pay for my dates.”

      “Hey, Mira’s not an escort.” Fabian’s eyes shifted nervously from their mother to Mira, his supposed girlfriend, who was already rubbing herself up against another man in the far corner of the hall. It had only taken her ten minutes to find someone who was richer and more successful than her brother, and that amused Celia.

      “Of course she isn’t. It was a tasteless joke,” she said with a sweet smile while she squeezed his arm. “If you’ll excuse me, I need the bathroom.” Walking off, her eyes darted across the hall, but she couldn’t see Erin anywhere. When she turned the corner and headed into the dark corridor, she felt an electric presence behind her.

      “Celia.” Someone grabbed her wrist from behind, and she immediately knew it was Erin. Her heart was pounding hard in her chest as she stopped, but she didn’t turn around. Feeling Erin’s body against her back and the sensation of warm breath against her ear instantly turned Celia on, and she was relieved that the powerful attraction toward her hadn’t faded. If anything, it had grown way stronger, because she was pretty sure the way her body was now reacting wasn’t normal.

      “Do you remember me, Celia?” Erin asked.

      Celia shivered at the sound of her low and sultry voice. “How could I forget?” she said with a tremble. She wasn’t a shy person, but the way Erin approached her made her feel vulnerable, and it rang through in her voice. Although she’d imagined this moment many times since her uncle had hinted that Erin would be here, she’d never felt so unprepared in her life. “Erin,” she added, then finally turned around to meet the woman’s dark, intense gaze. She was still holding her wrist, which, in any other situation would be highly inappropriate, but with Erin, it set her on fire.

      Erin smiled as she unashamedly looked her up and down. “It’s good to see you again.” She bit her lip and hesitated. “I’m sorry to corner you here, but I saw you from the other end of the room and after our dance last year, I just wanted to say hi before dinner. I see we’ve been seated at the same table.” She paused as her eyes raked over Celia again. “I hope you don’t mind me being so direct, but that dress looks stunning on you and I’ve really been looking forward to seeing you again.” Her gaze lowered to Celia’s left shoulder. “I remember that birthmark; it looks like a half-moon. It’s cute.”

      “You’re observant,” Celia said, and swallowed hard.

      Erin reached out to circle the dark mark, and Celia was aware she could see what her touch did to her as her breath hitched and the hairs on her arms rose. “I hope you will give me the pleasure of a dance again.” She smiled. “That’s if your date doesn’t object.”

      “I came alone.” As soon as the words were out, the electricity between them sparked to alarming levels. “Where’s your date?” Celia asked innocently, because Erin didn’t need to know that she’d been watching her.

      “I came alone too.” Erin finally let go of her and took a step back, burying her hands deep in her pockets, as if she feared doing something she’d regret. Immense sexual tension flowed between them as they took each other in. “Well, now we have that straightened out, I’ll let you do your thing. I’ll see you at the table.”
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      The doors to the ballroom opened, revealing long rows of tables to either side of the polished dance floor where a coat-tailed pianist was playing classical tunes behind a grand piano. The tables were laid out with white linen, delicate china and silverware, crystal glasses, long white candles in silver candlesticks and large centerpieces made of white lilies. It was elegant and spectacular, and when the beautifully dressed guests wandered around the room to find their seats, Celia really felt like she’d gone back in time.

      Erin joined her at their table and pulled out her chair before taking a seat herself. “So, you’re not sitting with your family this year,” she said with an amused smile.

      Celia chuckled and looked over at her mother, who was already taking over the conversation at her table, clearly getting worked up over something insignificant as usual. “Can’t say I mind.”

      “Good. Then I guess their loss is my gain.” Erin turned to the man sitting next to her and introduced herself and Celia did the same. Her manners were impeccable, and Celia liked that. Erin didn’t seem like she came from old money like her own family, though. She was too real to have been brought up with a silver spoon dangling from her mouth, and the ruggedness she had about her was insanely attractive.

      “We never got the chance to talk much last year, so I didn’t ask you what you did for a living,” she said when the formal introductions were out of the way. “My uncle told me you did something with boats and that he was invited onto your yacht last summer. He said he had an amazing time with you.”

      “Yes, Dieter is a good friend. We met through mutual friends at a dinner party. Mark and Dunja are here too.” Erin took a sip of her wine and licked her lips as her gaze lowered to Celia’s mouth. “And to answer your question, my company designs and builds yachts, and we specialize in building customized superyachts. I still do most of the design work myself.”

      “Interesting,” Celia said, even more intrigued by her now. “Did you design your own yacht?” Again, Erin looked at her mouth, and Celia wanted her to kiss her so badly that she subconsciously inched a little closer.

      “I did. It’s currently moored in Antibes, in the South of France. It took me a while, but I managed to get there all the way from Bermuda, then got on a flight to Zurich and took a cab here.”

      Celia’s eyes widened. “My God, did you really sail all the way from Bermuda?”

      “Yes. It took me eleven days to get here; I didn’t rush. The weather was great, and I’ve always wanted to see the French coast, so it was worth it.”

      “Then you’ll have to take it back too, I assume?”

      “Not personally. I’ve donated the return journey to the auction. I have a fantastic crew; a great captain and it’s run like a five-star hotel so I’d be surprised if no one bids for it.” She paused for a moment then draped her arm over the backrest of Celia’s chair. “The starting bid is thirty-thousand dollars, which is a bargain since chartering it costs ten-thousand a day. Maybe you should consider bidding on it?”

      Celia laughed at that and shook her head. “As amazing as that sounds, the idea of being out on the open sea terrifies me.”

      “If that’s all that’s stopping you, how about I come along to keep you safe?” Erin raised a brow as her fingers played with a strand of Celia’s hair.

      The featherlight touch sent a bolt of arousal through Celia’s core, making her gasp softly, and she noticed Erin’s expression darken at her reaction. “I’m not so sure I’d feel safe with you. There’s something about you that makes me a little nervous.”

      “Hmm…” Erin tilted her head and inched closer. “Are you afraid of me?”

      “Should I be?” Celia asked in a whisper. The tension between them was electric and she had a feeling Erin was about to kiss her any minute. Erin didn’t answer her question, and that turned her on even more. Instead, she pushed Celia’s hair to the side and ran a finger down the back of her neck, causing her to shiver.

      “Enough about me. Tell me about yourself,” she said, changing the subject. “What do you do?”

      “It’s boring compared to your superyacht design business.”

      Erin shook her head. “Nothing you do could ever be boring. Come on, I want to know. I’ve only met you once before and these circumstances aren’t exactly normal. Unless you’re always dressed like this and spend every night at amazing parties as the most beautiful woman at the ball. Being a member of the Krügerner family, it’s certainly a possibility, but now that we’re talking, I don’t get that vibe from you.”

      Her words made Celia blush, and she was grateful for the dim light in the room. “I export organic baby food to China,” she said. “It’s a lucrative business for me, and it brings a healthy and balanced diet to babies there, so everyone wins.”

      “I don’t think that’s boring. Do you like babies?”

      “Not necessarily.” Celia laughed and shook her head. “Sorry, that came out wrong. I just meant that I have no children myself and not much affinity with babies. I just spotted an opportunity in the market. Do you have children?”

      “No.” Erin seemed amused by her question. “I enjoy my freedom too much and I wouldn’t be a great mother, with all the traveling I do.” She paused. “But I do make a great lover.”

      “I have no doubt about that.” Erin’s confidence was thrilling, and for a moment, Celia had no idea what to do with herself. She turned slightly, so their table companions wouldn’t notice Erin’s hand in her hair. “Where are you staying tonight?”

      “In your room, of course.” Erin’s eyes caressed her cleavage, her breasts now straining in the low-cut red dress.

      “Is that so?” Her bold answer sent a twitch between Celia’s legs and she swallowed hard. “I don’t recall anything about room sharing arrangements.”

      “Oh, you haven’t heard?” Erin sat back and twirled her wine around in her glass with an air of total nonchalance. “Apparently, I’m supposed to sleep in your bed… and you’re supposed to be naked.”

      Celia got all fired up as she quietly processed Erin’s indecent proposal. No one had ever been so direct with her, and the way this was heading, she was going to get more than she’d hoped for tonight. “And are you supposed to be naked too?” she finally asked, meeting Erin’s eyes.

      Their moment was interrupted when the tuna tartare appetizers arrived and reluctantly, they took that as a cue to pick up conversation with the people to the other side of them. Celia didn’t normally mind the etiquette of a formal dinner but right now, she regretted having to pause their flirty back-and-forth. “Brian,” she said, forcing a smile while she tried to remember if she’d met the man next to her before. “How was your journey?”
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      After the main course and an hour of relentless flirting, four violinists gathered around the pianist who had replaced the orchestra with subtle background entertainment, and as they joined in, the music grew louder and more dramatic. Strips of white aerial silk that formed a triangle in the high ceiling were released over the dance floor, and Erin watched as three women in white leotards walked onto the floor and took hold of one each.

      Conversations halted as all eyes were on the acrobats who made their way up to the ceiling while wrapping themselves in the cloth. It was a beautiful sight, the way they climbed and swung around each other with immense control and grace. Erin was having a hard time focusing though, and she shifted closer to Celia, craving her nearness. Celia’s family was sitting at a table nearby and her mother occasionally shot them disapproving looks, but Celia seemed more than happy with the situation.

      She hadn’t been taken aback by her straightforward approach. In fact, she’d played along and by now, there was no question she felt the same physical craving as Erin did. Fueled by a desire to feel her arousal, Erin reached under the table and placed her hand on Celia’s thigh, never taking her eyes off the show. She wasn’t normally this bold, but the woman next to her was simply so irresistible that she couldn’t help herself. Many, many fantasies involving Celia had taken control of her mind over the past year and none of them involved holding hands or candlelit dinners. No, her fantasies were purely physical, and if it was up to her, she would make each and every one of them come true as she longed to rake her hands and her mouth over that delicious body.

      Celia’s gaze was directed toward the ceiling too, but Erin heard her take in a quick breath at her touch, and she felt her muscles tense under her exploring hand. Glancing sideways, she saw Celia’s lips were parted, and her chest was heaving up and down fast. Knowing she was turning her on made Erin crave her even more, and she left her hand there. When she made no effort to remove it, Erin squeezed her thigh softly, causing Celia to shift in her seat.

      Making sure no one was watching them, Erin moved her hand to the inside of Celia’s thigh and she slowly started gathering the fabric of the long dress, hiking up the hem little by little. Turning to look at her, she saw Celia’s eyes flutter closed, the anticipation clearly getting the better of her. When she opened them again, she glanced at Erin for a split second, and the desire in her expression was clear; Celia wanted her just as much, and Erin wasn’t sure how she was going to make it through the long night ahead without tearing her dress off.

      Erin felt hot, so she removed her bow tie and unbuttoned the top two buttons of her dress shirt while her other hand continued to hike up Celia’s dress. She froze when she heard gasps around her, thinking they’d been busted, then realized the audience was reacting to the acrobats, who had spiraled down the strips of silk and wrapped themselves in a foothold just before they were about to hit the floor upside down. Hoping this wasn’t the end of their performance, she continued, her fingers finally reaching the hem of the red gown. She slipped her hand underneath it, stroking her fingers over Celia’s bare knee. Her skin felt delicious; soft, smooth and warm, but what made her heart race even more was the intense tremble in her thigh.

      What they were doing felt terribly dangerous, but Celia didn’t stop her. Unable to control her desire, her gaze was hazy now, a soft moan escaped her mouth when Erin started stroking her skin.

      Applause broke out, and Erin retracted her hand, then clapped along as if nothing had happened. While the applause continued, she leaned into Celia and brushed her lips against her ear. “It’s a shame the show is over. Another ten minutes and I’d have made sure you were seeing stars instead of dancers before your eyes.”

      Celia’s cheeks flushed again, and she stared at her as if she was some rare species she’d never seen before. Her reaction didn’t surprise Erin; she didn’t imagine Celia engaging in naughty games in public on a regular basis, and she could tell she was wondering why the hell she was going along with it.

      “Are you warm, Erin?” the man next to her asked. He gestured to her bow tie on the table, pulling them out of the moment.

      “Yeah, it suddenly feels boiling in here.” Erin opened another button, then shot Celia a flirty smile.

      “Good idea, I don’t know why I’m torturing myself.” Her neighbor followed suit and took off his own bow tie, then stuffed it in his pocket. “Formal wear… Why people bother in this day and age?”

      Polite exchanges flowed back and forth, but Erin had trouble concentrating on what her neighbor was saying as the sensation of touching Celia’s skin had left an agonizing tingle between her legs. All she could think of now was taking her to bed, and she muttered a quiet curse when the entrée arrived, knowing she’d need both hands to eat.

      “Perfect,” she said, turning to Celia when the waiter put down a plate with sole à la meunière in front of her. Now that she was completely in thrall of her, there was no way she was going to let her lose interest, even though that seemed an unlikely prospect at this point. She lowered her voice to a near whisper and locked her eyes with Celia’s, losing herself in their brown depths. “I’ve been looking forward to my meal tonight and I’m very, very hungry.”
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      Celia sat through dinner, only half listening to the conversations. She’d never been so distracted in her life and her mind was consumed with fantasies of being intimate with Erin and more to come. Yes, she’d hoped Erin would come alone to the ball this year, but nothing could have prepared her for Erin’s unapologetic and predatory attitude in expressing and taking what she wanted. She wasn’t used to women like that, but she’d loved every second of sitting next to her and was still shaking from Erin’s wandering hand that had left her so aroused that the last few hours had passed in a blur.

      While dessert was served, an old-fashioned canvas screen was lowered over the back wall, and a lectern was set up on the dance floor, replacing the musicians. Instead of a laptop, an old projector was used, its first images sharing information on the charities her uncle was raising money for.

      “Are you bidding on anything? Apart from the yacht vacation, of course,” Erin joked.

      “I’m not sure. I kind of splurged on a painting last year, so I might be sensible and just give a donation. You?”

      Erin shook her head and lowered her voice as the auctioneer did his introduction speech, then started with a vintage diamond and ruby ring that had belonged to the Norwegian royal family. “I didn’t see anything I really wanted but I’m hoping the vacation will raise some funds.”

      “I’m sure it will.” Now that everyone was focused on the auction, Celia was hoping Erin would continue what she’d started, but disappointingly she kept her hands to herself. Several pieces of jewelry, paintings and sculptures were sold successfully before a picture of Erin’s yacht filled the screen.

      “And now for the more adventurous among you,” the auctioneer said. “A two-week vacation on The Barracuda, sailing from Antibes to Bermuda, return plane tickets included. Twenty-four-hour service, fine dining food cooked to order, access to snorkeling and diving equipment, a pool and a jacuzzi, and let’s not forget about the spectacular views as you cruise the Mediterranean and African coastline. Starting bid thirty thousand dollars. Ladies and gentlemen, this once in a lifetime trip comes courtesy of Erin Nour, CEO of Barracuda Designs. Let’s all give her a round of applause for donating this amazing lot.”

      Celia raised a brow as she studied the pictures of the vessel. This wasn’t just any yacht, and the whole experience sounded like indulgence of the highest level. “Nice boat,” she whispered.

      “It’s not a boat, it’s a yacht,” Erin said as she shot her an incredulous look, pretending to be insulted. “Still not tempted?”

      “No. I’ll admit that it looks amazing, but I’m busy at work, I don’t like being on the open water and⁠—”

      “I’ll start. Thirty thousand.” Celia turned in surprise when she heard the first bid coming from her uncle. As he had already donated a small fortune in art, he didn’t usually bid during his own auctions.

      “I didn’t know he was interested,” she said, turning to Erin.

      “I didn’t either. He’s probably just pretending in order to drive the bid up.”

      “Thirty-five thousand,” a woman in a black gown said. Then, another five people joined in, driving the bid up to sixty thousand dollars.

      Celia chuckled, suspecting Erin was right. Her uncle was sitting back now, watching the last two people standing until only the woman in black was left with a sixty-five thousand bid.

      “Sixty-five thousand for this lady here. Anyone else?”

      “Seventy thousand.” Gasps and murmurs filled the room as her uncle stood again.

      “What the hell?” Erin looked just as surprised as Celia felt, and she frowned when Dieter finally won the bidding war, the room erupting with cheers and applause as the auctioneer slammed the gavel down on his final bid of ninety-five thousand dollars. “I know this is for charity but still; he doesn’t need to pay for that. He could have just asked me.”

      “I don’t get it either; he doesn’t usually splurge on vacations.” Her uncle pointed at Erin and shot her a cheeky smile, looking genuinely happy with his purchase. A shorter, much younger man in a white suit hugged him, then jumped up and down in excitement after her uncle whispered something in his ear.

      “Is that the mysterious Andy?” Celia asked. “I know Uncle Dieter’s been seeing someone on and off for a while now, but he arrived late, so I never got the chance to introduce myself.”

      “Highly likely. From the way he’s gloating, I’d say he’s just been told he’s going on a romantic vacation.”

      “Hmm…” Celia regarded the man with interest. Although she’d heard about Andy, he was never around when she visited, and her uncle hadn’t formally brought anyone to the ball for years. “He looks a lot younger, doesn’t he?”

      Erin followed her gaze. “Does that bother you?”

      “No, not at all. He’s just very different from his ex-partner and I suppose I expected he had a type or something, but that’s clearly not the case.”

      “I must admit, they’re an unusual pair.” Erin turned to the screen where the next item—a gold watch—was being showcased. “How much longer do you think this will go on?”

      “Maybe another forty minutes. Why?” Celia’s eyes met Erin’s and she shivered at the intense pull between them.

      “Because I can’t wait to dance with you again.”

      “Oh, you want to dance with me, do you?” Celia asked in a teasing tone.

      Erin nodded slowly as her lips pulled into a seductive smile. “I want more than that, but let’s start with a dance.”
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