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Lucia

I was sitting at the hotel bar of the Ritz-Carlton hotel in Grand Cayman, taking in the sights, the smells, and the plain gorgeousness of the hotel. It was the first time I’d ever been to a tropical island, so I thought it needed a moment of silence—and an adult beverage. But, alas, the silence wouldn’t be mine. My greatest competitor, Hansen Holte, sat his big, handsome body on the stool next to me, and almost knocked down my drink with his big hand in the process. My gaze slid down to his fingers, thick and perfectly manicured.

I shook my head. This guy was something else.

“Well, look who got invited to the big conference this year.” He grinned and lifted that perfect hand to wave at the bartender.

“And what the hell do you want, Hansen?” I feigned offense, but he knew I was full of it. I would be lying if I said I didn’t like the idea of running into Hansen at the conference, despite a previous faux pas during a conference call a month ago. 

This summer conference might actually be fun for more reasons than it was taking place on Grand Cayman Island.

He clicked his tongue. “You know this was fate. I mean, we’ve been dancing around the obvious for years.”

As much as I wanted to avert my gaze, because I suddenly grew hot under the collar, I took him in. His face. Curled-up lip and bedroom eyes intended to seduce me. I was actually very turned on. A hundred percent. But Hansen and I had been playing the seduction game since we met, and he only wanted me because I wouldn’t succumb to him. How could I when he was known as Hans the Conqueror? Some women even called him a Tech God because he was a technology and cybersecurity genius, in addition to being a god between the sheets. Besides, I would conquer him, not the other way around if and when I wanted. I just hadn’t wanted to.

Yet.

“Oh, Hansen, you know that’s not going to happen.”

My fingers slipped against the sweating cocktail I held. A lusty tingle moved through me. The same tingle I felt when I was around him. I appreciated an attractive man. Especially one with banter who kept me on my toes. Hansen had all that and more.

“Besides,” I continued, “I’m sure there are plenty of women at this conference who would love to give you a chance, Hansen.” The Conqueror. I chuckled. I wondered if he knew about his nicknames. If he did, his ego might inflate to the size of a Macy’s Day Parade float—and that was the last thing the world needed.

“At this tech con?” He glanced around the bar area. Nothing but men and a couple of women who didn’t seem his type sat around us. He’d not looked twice at any of them. “Maybe if we were at a pharmaceutical conference...You know about those pharma-girls, right?” He winked, laughing.

I shook my head in mock disgust. “You’re so typical.”

“You know I’m kidding, right?”

I glanced over my shoulder to the other patrons. “But you’re right. I don’t see anyone here who might be even close to your type.”

“Ah, but you’re my type.” His gaze snapped to my fingers, and then he lifted his mesmerizing green eyes to me, slowly, like he would if he were pleasuring a woman with his mouth. My whole body rippled with that image. I bet he was good at it. 

He continued, “And I’m positive I’m yours.”

True. I wasn’t a nun. As a person who wasn’t the settling-down type, I had flings regularly. And safely, of course. Once I was engaged, but that seemed so long ago. Uncomplicated was my MO, and I knew from all the best chatty Cathys in Manhattan that it was Hansen’s main objective as well. We were two peas in a pod.

Except, I wanted to keep my power in regard to Hansen. And I knew Hansen wanted to keep his power in regard to me. It was a sexy match of chicken that we’d been playing.

“Oh, you think I’m your type?” I suspected that his real type were women who bent over backwards for him, literally, and quietly went away.

“Oh, one hundred percent. You’re easily the hottest woman here.”

I rolled my eyes. “You can’t be that shallow.”

“We’d have the best-looking kids.” He couldn’t contain himself. 

That would never happen. I hid my hands under the bar, feeling serious for once in Hansen’s presence. The topic of kids had never come up. Why would it? I narrowed my gaze, regaining control of my slight emotional plummet. “Oh, you want kids?”

“Of course.” He scoffed. “How could I deny the world of my perfect spawn? And plus, I don’t have to be married to parent children.”

He wasn’t wrong there, but I never expected him—a self-professed playboy—to want to be a father. And to be fair, he and I would have gorgeous children. 

If I could have them. Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe. My throat closed up with a lump that spontaneously formed. But I choked it down, like I always did when the topic of kids came up because getting emotional about that subject did no good. It didn’t change the fact that I would never carry my own child.

“Sorry. I can’t say I’d want to birth an army of your clones.” I averted my attention to the menu on the bar. I needed a second to take a breath.

His deep chuckle penetrated me from the maybe half-foot distance between us, and I lifted my eyes to meet his. A pause grew between us, amplifying the effect this man had on me. Ever since I’d met him at a cybersecurity workshop in New Jersey two years ago, just after I’d started my company, LM Software, aka LMS, I couldn’t stop the attraction that grew stronger between us with each meeting. And even though we both also served on the board of the New York Technology Professionals Society, which threw us together on a regular basis, I would not succumb to our mutual attraction—we were too connected in our professional lives. Needless to say, sitting there so close, right next to him, I was liable to burst into flames with the compounded sexual energy roiling between us. 

“Oh, I don’t know, Lucia. I think you would love to have my kids. You think I’m the cat’s meow.” Hansen’s seductive growl sounded too close to my ear, as if he were only inches from me, but I wouldn’t acknowledge how his proximity affected me by making eye contact again.

“Excuse me?” My heart thrummed with excitement. Our verbal foreplay had definitely reached another level.

“Seems you’re forgetting what I overheard on our last conference call.”

Right. The faux pas. I had been waiting for this to come back to haunt me, but I wanted to play with him, continue this cat and mouse game. So, I leaned on my elbow against the bar and bit my bottom lip.

“Hmm...” I lifted my gaze to the ceiling, purring the sound between my lips. “I can’t say I have any idea what you’re talking about, Hansen.” 

He narrowed his gaze, a smirk on his lips. I loved messing with him. I knew exactly what he was talking about. About a month ago, at the end of a conference call that I thought Mia, my business partner and best friend, had disconnected from, I spilled my true feelings about Hansen. Or what I wanted from him. But the thing was, the phone line had not been disconnected, and he heard every single word of the fantasy I had for him. Now, any person would be mortified, but I took it as more fuel for our flirtation. He must have taken it seriously. As if it might actually happen.

I’d have to set him straight.

“I don’t know why you don’t call me Hans. All my friends do.” He lifted his eyebrows, drawing my attention up to his perfectly styled dark hair. 

I met his eyes again. “But are we really friends, though? Friends call each other, talk about life. Have happy hours. Bail each other out of jail...”

“Ah...” He grazed the back of my hand with his warm, electric finger, zapping me with wanton need. His curled smile had my total attention. “I didn’t know you were on the other side of the law. I’d bail you out of jail, no questions asked.”

I snatched my hand away. Could any woman really be friends with Hansen? I would bet my company that Hansen didn’t have any real female friends. Being a player made it hard. There was always an attraction on someone’s end that made it impossible. I didn’t have male friends because I knew what ultimately happened. Someone fell. And I was not in the business of falling for anyone. I knew Hansen was of the same persuasion.

“No. I don’t have male friends. But I appreciate your interest.” I uncrossed and recrossed my legs that sweated too much being shrouded in my pantsuit. “Besides, it’s much more fun to be your competitor and crush you.”

“You don’t have to be my competitor to crush me, Luci. There are much easier ways of doing that by being a woman.”

Oh, please. He had been laying it on thick.

“Yes, I know.” I lifted an eyebrow, punctuating my point. “I know I could have my way with you if I wanted.”

He laughed. “Indeed.”

If he didn’t stop looking at me like that...eyes soft yet devious, and lips lifted up at one corner as if he were ready to kiss on demand...I would have gone against my better judgment to keep him at arm’s length. There was something about being on an island thousands of miles from home that made me think anything that happened there wouldn’t count.

What happens in Grand Cayman stays in Grand Cayman.

I needed another drink.

He leaned back, just as the bartender finally came over to us. The bartender was dressed in a classic black-and-white uniform with a bowtie at his neck, his dreadlocks pulled back.

“Another...” Hansen glanced at my glass, half-filled with melting ice. He glanced at me, his eyebrow quirking up. “Sex on the beach?”

I wish. And so did he.

“Amaretto sour,” I said casually, as if the image of actually having sex on the beach hadn’t just crossed my mind. 

Hansen’s face scrunched up. “Wait. Did you really just say amaretto sour?”

I glanced at the bartender, who clearly had the same sentiment as Hansen regarding my drink choice. 

Louder and with more conviction, because I wasn’t ashamed of my drink, I said, “Amaretto sour, please.”

“I feel like I’m at The Golden Nugget with my unmarried aunt,” Hansen said, as if being unmarried was a bad thing. That didn’t make sense, considering he seemed to be immune to monogamy. Nothing wrong with that. But why judge?

“Your aunt obviously has great taste in drinks and relationship status,” I replied. I would stand up for unmarried women everywhere. I planned to be one indefinitely. After all, I had been the recipient of a broken engagement for reasons beyond my biological control. Marriage from then on out, in my mind, became nothing more than a business agreement. Have children. Live ‘happily’ ever after. Some women—like myself—could never have the former. And just like marriage, motherhood wasn’t something that was in my hand of cards life had dealt me. 

He shook his head. “I guess I’ve never had an actual alcoholic drink with you. Last thing I’d expect for you to have is an amaretto sour.”

“But somewhere in the depths of your mind, you could fathom I’d have a Sex on the beach?”

White teeth sank into his plump bottom lip. I could almost hear the long groan deep in his throat. He shook his head. “And a lot more.”

“Something tells me it’s NSFW.”

“Not safe for bars either.” He turned to the bartender, who had a humored curl on his lips, and said, “An amaretto sour for the lady, and a vodka on the rocks for me.”

“Vodka?” I scoffed. “I thought real men drank scotch or whiskey.”

“Not this real man.” Our gazes caught. His lip curled up. “You look like you need some convincing.”

“I have the general idea.” My eyes fell to his crotch.

“Well, we have the whole week together, so take your time in your assessment.”

This was too fun. And too dangerous. I needed Mia to be a buffer between me and Hansen. Though, she’d be the first one to thrust me into Hansen’s bed just to ask me for every dirty detail afterward. I’d probably tell her too, because I told Mia everything.

“I’d rather focus on winning Angel Technology Investments’ cybersecurity contract.”

Hansen’s eyes narrowed. I knew that would get his attention off wanting to see me naked, and on to safer topics. I needed the reprieve as well—the sexual tension was making my skin boil in my pantsuit, which I now despised.

He planted his elbow on the bar, his chin resting over his fist. “Swinging out of the gate, huh? You’re a tough one, Mendez.”

“Well, Holte, I did illegal things to get invited to this conference, and I’m not going to back down.” I really didn’t do anything illegal. Getting approved to present to Angel Technology Investments awarded me a ticket to the conference. I’d not been able to snag one before.

His eyebrows lifted. “Wait. You did illegal things? Like what?”

I leaned in close. Too close. My gaze rock steady on him, his breath holding. I whispered to him, “All’s fair in war.”

Just then, the bartender put my amaretto sour in front of me.

Hansen sat there with a stunned expression, not knowing whether to believe me or not.
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Hansen

Damn. Lucia was hot as fuck when she waged war on me. I chose to believe it was her sexual frustration from not succumbing to our mutual interest that made her feisty with me. But I loved it. Every single word. Every interaction we had. The woman excited me. And I couldn’t say that for most of my interactions with the opposite sex.

I wasn’t that surprised to find out her true feelings though. We’d had a flirtation from the start. But every word she’d said that day played on a loop in my mind since she’d let it slip a month ago. And the imagery. Christ, the imagery was enough to make me blush. She wasn’t a prude, and I appreciated that about her. In fact, I appreciated how equally yoked we were in the relationship area. Not that I knew anyone who had dated her. I’d honestly rather not know any of those guys. But I could imagine that she was definitely the type to follow through with a fantasy.

My fresh glass of vodka beckoned me. I needed a sip to cool the flames of sheer lust inside. Lucia just did that to me without much effort. Actually, no effort at all. I lifted the drink to my lips and drank, the cold liquid burning all the way down. My eyes were steady on Lucia the whole time while she stared at me, her red, fuck-hot lips parted with some humorous thoughts that I’d pay big money to know. 

“You’re looking devious over there, Luci. Care to share?”

She shook her head. “Nope.”

Lucia was trying to hurt me. And succeeding.

“Lucia, we’re on a tropical island. Can’t we save the warfare for the mainland?”

“The only warfare we have is who’s going to win the Angel Technology Investments security contract.” Her eyebrow lifted, the gauntlet thrown.

Talk of business put a damper on our flirtation. But that was the reason we were on the island to begin with. I knew I was their first pick for their cybersecurity software overhaul. They knew me and my services well—my company had the most desirable cybersecurity software and support available in the world. And I had met with Mario Angel twice back in Manhattan for a casual talk. He liked me, but he hadn’t seen Lucia’s product yet; not many companies had. She was a newbie in the industry, having been around for only two years. But I knew her unknown status wouldn’t be for long. I had seen a demo of her software at a Women in Tech workshop last year, and the truth was, I secretly thought her software might be better than mine. It was highly specialized, and maybe a little too advanced for companies’ palates, but still the functionality and tech was enough to stop me in my tracks. 

“When Angel sees my software demo, you might not be looking so golden, golden boy.” She turned on her stool, her knees hitting the side of my thigh.

I gazed down at her slim leg, imagining my hand gliding up it. I wondered what kind of panties she wore. Silently, I sort of hoped that Lucia was the kind of woman to wear lacy thongs. A white one to contrast with her tanned skin. Fuck. I got hard just thinking about it. But maybe she liked boy shorts. I’d bet she looked amazing in those too.

I leaned against the bar. “You have a good product, Lucia. There’s no doubt about that.” I paused, taking in her smirk. God, I was obsessed with this woman. “But you know what I’ve got?”

She furrowed her brows, her smirk gone. “And what’s that?”

“A reputation. A track record. That goes a helluva long way in the cybersecurity biz.”

Lucia’s eyes bulged, but she didn’t say a word or do anything that would suggest she was hurt by what I said. It was unfair, but it was the truth. I had started my tech company right out of business school when I was twenty-four years old. Eight years of building my enterprise with top-of-the-line software that had attracted many clients was testament of my hard work and a shining example of my track record. Lucia, while she had a unique, cutting-edge software, only had one mid-level client. If she was playing to win, she’d have to face the truth about her place on the stage. She’d have to shoot for the little fish in the smaller ponds and leave the bigger fish to guys like me.

“Well, it’s a good thing your business reputation is separate from your personal reputation.” Her eyes lifted, and that smirk I loved was back on her mouth. I had to hand it to her. It seemed she hadn’t been affected by much.

I leaned into her, my hand falling to touch her knee for just a second. Her breath hitched, but she didn’t pull away. “Tell me, Luci, what is my personal reputation?”

She shrugged. “I think you know.”

“I like the company of women and am not ashamed. Just as you like the company of men.”

She frowned. Had I hit a nerve?

“Quality men.”

Ouch. That was a low blow, which I more than deserved.

“I like variety.”

“You also like to distract me.”

“From?” I was intrigued.

“Getting this contract and beating you.” Her words were practically a whisper. No way she didn’t have a dirty thought about me just then.

“You can beat me anytime you want, doll.” I chuckled. Yes, our flirting just took a turn south.

She rolled her eyes, pushing back from me. “Oh, that’s piggish, even for you, Hansen.”

I lifted my hands. “Sorry, that was tactless. But we’re on vacation, so I can be bold.”

“This isn’t a vacation. And, by the way,” she said, leaning in again, “you’re the boldest person I’ve ever met. Almost as bold as me.”

Holy shit. With that statement, I saw us having the best night of our lives, finally. I leaned in, only inches from her. We could so easily kiss and get this whole thing over with. “You are quite bold, Miss Mendez. What was it you said? And I quote, ‘He’s an absolute dick in Prada loafers, but he’s so gorgeous, I’d get in his bed for one night and rock his world. He wouldn’t be able to forget it.’”

And still she leaned in even closer. “You really should get that idea out of your mind.”

I was so aroused, I could hardly stand to be there another moment. “Nope.” For the last month I hadn’t been able to think about anything else but her promise to rock my world. Even when I have been with other women since that declaration, I’d thought of Lucia.

Lucia’s smile curled up slowly and seductively. God, she knew how to make me beg for her, chase her around like a puppy dog. And I honestly didn’t know if I would feel the same after we’d quelled the sexual tension between us, but for now, she consumed me.

She stood, making me miss her more for each inch, and then feet, she was away from me. Our banter had finally crossed into new territory, and perhaps our relationship would too. 

Adjusting the slim lapels of her navy pantsuit, she glanced behind her. “Play time is over, and I’m going to my room. I’ll catch you later, Hansen Holte.”

“Good idea.” I drained the rest of the vodka in a single gulp and put a few folded bills on the bar. “I’ll go with you.”

She didn’t look back. “As tempting as it sounds, I don’t need company, sir.”

“I didn’t mean your room.” Actually, I did mean her room. Damn this woman.

Pace yourself, Hans. The week had just begun.

Shaking her head, she pivoted toward the hotel lobby.

I followed close at her heels. Her strides were surprisingly quick. She moved like a flame across the lobby, graceful and steady. Other men watched her, lust in their eyes. It drove me insane to think some stranger might have her before me. 

She led me straight to the elevator bank. I stepped in the elevator, the doors closing, confining us to a small space that forced me to imagine one thing, her very words reverberating in my skull: her rocking my world by any means necessary.

“Hansen...” Lucia’s voice was like that of a teacher about to reprimand her student. “What are you doing?”

The elevator opened just then on the second floor, interrupting us. Mario Angel of Angel Technology Investments entered, his gaze oscillating from me to Lucia. The flirty, sexy Lucia was replaced by a hardened businesswoman with an unreadable visage. My God, that was impressive.

“Angel, nice to see you,” I said, my confidence flowing forth. I considered Mario an acquaintance, so I didn’t hold back, or find the need to be overly professional. “Did you just get in?”

“Hans! How the hell are you?” He shook my outstretched hand, and nodded at Lucia. Had he met her in person yet? He turned his attention back to me. “I arrived yesterday with my wife Irina. I convinced her to stay with me a couple nights—not that it took much convincing to escape to the Caribbean. But she’s going back to New York on Tuesday.”

“Nice.” I nodded.

The elevator was silent, awkwardly silent. My eyes met Lucia’s. 

“Hi, Mr. Angel...” Lucia thrust her hand forward, practically pushing me out of the way. “I’m Lucia Mendez with LM Software. It’s such a pleasure to finally meet you.”

Competition in full effect. I was impressed, though I shouldn’t have been. Lucia’s confidence rivaled mine. 

“Ahh...” His gaze widened with the surprise of her forceful introduction. “Yes, Miss Mendez. Nice to meet you as well. Officially.”

Lucia shook his hand with as much, or more, vigor as he’d shaken mine. “I heard you speak at the Cybersecurity Awareness in the Wealth Management Space workshop in Toronto earlier this year. It was enlightening to gain an understanding of the needs of wealth management companies.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it very much.” He released her small hand.

She added, “I’m looking forward to presenting my software demo on Friday. Thank you for accepting my proposal.”

Only four companies were invited to live demo at the conference. One of the presenters would secure the Angel Technology Investment’s cybersecurity contract by audience vote, with Mario Angel’s final approval, of course. No pressure. It was an unconventional way to close on a contract, but much anticipated by the attendees lucky enough to get a spot in the audience. 

“Congratulations on making the cut. It should be a learning experience for us all. And a little competition is good, am I right, Hans?” Mario nodded to me. “Something tells me you’re going to need Lady Luck.”

I chuckled. “I think you’re right.”

On the seventh floor, the elevator opened, and I realized something. The front desk attendant said my room was on the eighth floor. Same as Lucia.

Mario stepped out of the elevator. “Enjoy the conference,” he said over his shoulder.

In unison we thanked him. When the doors closed, Lucia and I stared at each other for the mere seconds it took for the elevator to race up and open again on the eighth floor.

“Well,” I began, my gaze on her lips. I could practically hear the air blowing between them. “Aren’t you the eager beaver.”

Her gaze narrowed, lips pressing together before she spoke. “Are you scared, Holte?”

“Not at all.” Just then, I noticed the tips of our shoes touched. “I just like how eager you are. It gets me excited.”

She didn’t step back. “What doesn’t get you excited?” Her lip curved up in a smirk.

God. I wanted her. Now.

The elevator doors opened again, but neither of us exited. Seconds ticked by and then the doors began to close. I held my hand out to catch the sliding chrome doors until they parted, the bell chiming in warning. 

Lucia’s chest lifted with a sharp breath. “Are you following me to my room?”

“Do you want me to follow you to your room?” I gave her my winning, lady-swooning smile.

Lucia shook her head, shoving past my arm as she stepped out of the elevator. “Didn’t I say play time was over?”

She laughed, so I didn’t take her question too seriously.

“You did, but I’m wondering if you actually meant it.” 

I couldn’t deny that the thought of Lucia wanting to be in my bed gave me the courage I needed to actually pursue her for real, and not just to have these sexy flirtation sessions. 

My heart raced with each door we passed down the corridor. If we were neighbors, I’d say it was a sign we needed to submit to our carnal desires—she might agree too. Lucia glanced behind her shoulder, a frown at her lips. Hmm, maybe she really did want me to bug off. 

Right in front of room 811, she stopped to dig out a key card. Once in her hands, she looked up to face me. “Hansen. This doesn’t seem like you. You don’t follow women to their rooms. They follow you to yours. Am I right?” Her eyebrows lifted.

“What can I say? You bring out the dog in me.”

She lolled her head back and laughed. And when she was done, she faced me again straight on, her lips parted. With slow precision, her gaze moved to my mouth, and lingered there.

Okay, this is a start. 

“Go to your room, Hansen.”

Damn. I had been rejected.

I stood to my full height, which was at least a foot taller than her, and I pulled out my keycard. I needed to go to my room and regroup. And take an ice-cold shower. I hoped concierge had delivered my luggage as they’d said.

Wait a minute. I stared at the room number written on my keycard sleeve and blinked twice before looking at the room number plate on the door. No fucking way. My heart surged, my whole body sparking with electricity. 

“I am at my room,” I said.

I lifted the keycard for her to see the print.

Room 811.
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Lucia

This could not be happening. The front desk must have made a mistake. Someone wrote the wrong room number on the card sleeve. Otherwise, Hansen might think this was a sign from the gods that we should hook up. Maybe I’d think the same, but we were colleagues—competitors. Flirting was one thing. Sleeping together was quite another. 

I stared at the individual numbers on his keycard. Those three little numbers mocked me. Seduced me. Eight. One. One.

My pulse raced, and my knees threatened to buckle at the prospect of Hansen in the same room as me... With a bed. And a shower. And a perfect view of the most beautiful aqua beach I’d ever seen.

I snatched the card out of his hand and brought it close to my eyes. I didn’t want to believe it. But I knew it was true. A mix of exhilaration and anxiety roiled inside me, taking my breath from my lungs.

I crossed my arms, one of the cards falling to the carpeted floor. “Is this one of your jokes, Hansen?”

He bent over and scooped up the card, which could have been mine. Or his. I had no idea. The only thing I knew was they both presumably opened the same door. To the same bed.

Hansen lifted his hands in retreat. “I had nothing to do with this. I swear.”

I paused. He seemed genuine. And I honestly didn’t think he’d stoop this low to get me in bed. “Even I don’t think you’d go that far to get into a woman’s pants.” 

He dropped his arms, scoffing. “Thanks for saying that.”

“No problem.” But there was still a major problem.

“I mean, I’m not saying that it’s not a genius plan or anything. They must’ve double-booked us. Or one of us has the wrong keycard.” Hansen swiped the card on the card reader and the green light flashed.

I pushed down on the handle and the door opened with ease. Too easy. Where was the camera crew ready to jump out and declare we’d been pranked? The room was silent, except for the amplified sounds of the guests’ voices rising from below just outside the balcony. Amazing how the sounds carried, even from the eighth floor. Could everyone outside hear us?

I stepped inside. Furniture dusted. Bed fluffed and ready for guests. And there along the wall were my bags in a neat pile. Thank God. This was my room. A wave of relief moved through me. He had the wrong key, not me.

“Looks like the mystery is solved...” I pointed. “Those are my bags.” I walked with confidence to the wall and didn’t look back at him. 

“And those are mine.” His deep voice yanked me from the relief I’d found.

Can’t be.

I jerked around to face him, but then my gaze moved to his leather designer luggage sitting on
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