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      Hot, wealthy and charming Seth Ventura holds the key to Lily Astor's career as an artist, but he's also the ex-boyfriend of the woman who was Lily's downfall six years ago. Can she trust her artwork-- and her heart-- to this man who says he's changed?

      Seth hasn't thought twice about the young artist whose artwork was thought to be plagiarized, but seeing her again makes him wonder how he'd ever overlooked her. He can't get enough of her laughter now. He'll give anything for a chance to earn her love.
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      He was late. Only five minutes, though. Since that was a good fifteen minutes earlier than he usually arrived, technically, he was early. But he doubted his sister would see it that way. His meeting with one of their gallery managers had run long. He didn’t think his presence was necessary every time his sister met with a new artist, yet he knew Mina would be pissed.

      Seth Ventura swung his car into the next parking aisle, searching for an empty space. Out of nowhere, a tiny woman with a huge box in her arms stepped into his path. He hit the horn and swerved to his right, slamming on the brakes.

      He jumped out of the car and ran to her. “Are you all right?”

      She didn’t answer as she bent to pick up the pile of brightly colored crocheted items scattered at her feet. Without warning, she straightened and kicked his front tire. “Move your big-ass meathead gas hog off of my shawls!”

      She hopped and shook her foot, never looking his way.

      He got back in the car and inched it back, avoiding her feet. Then he walked up behind her, staying far enough away to avoid that angry foot of hers. “Are you okay? I didn’t see you until almost too late.”

      “Look at this,” she cried, holding up a fuchsia and green shawl, her back still toward him. “You left tire marks. Do you know how many hours it took to make this? To dye the roving and spin it, then crochet the shawl?”

      Seth glanced at the pink and green thing in her hands, but couldn’t keep his eyes from traveling down her frame to the kitten heels below her low-waisted skirt, and back up to the straight black hair hanging just below her shoulders. It was a short trip, even with his hesitation at her curvy ass. With her arms raised, her top pulled up, baring an inch, or so, of tanned skin, the strings of her thong resting just above the waistband.

      He realized she continued to berate him, and was relieved that she appeared more concerned over the things in her box than any injury she might have received. He kept his voice in what he hoped were calming tones. “Look, I’m sorry. You scared the life out of me when you stepped out in front of me.”

      “I can’t show ’em these now. They’ll never let me in the exhibit. I’m toast. God, why did you have to ruin so many?” Her voice wavered between tears and anger. She picked at some of the strands of yarn in the shawl as if she could scratch the dirt off.

      His gut clenched. This had to be Lily Astor, the fiber artist his sister had spent the past year nagging him to book in their gallery. The person he was supposed to meet in less than fifteen minutes. Mina would never forgive him for ruining Lily’s stuff, much less running the risk of her deciding not to enter the mixed media art exhibit starting next month. Lily had to sign a contract, or he’d end up getting into yet another argument with the family.

      Lily still ranted, her voice thicker, as if she were fighting tears for real now. Great, that’s all he needed. With three sisters, he was a sucker for waterworks. He had to get Lily into the gallery before she lost control and he bought her entire collection himself. “Look, I’ll pay to have them cleaned. It’s just surface dirt for the most part, it appears, so a good brushing might take care of them.”

      She turned, absently wrapping the crocheted thing around her hand and clutching it to her chest. For the first time, he noticed a tattoo on her left upper arm, a sort of tribal band of woven lilies done in greens and the palest vanilla white.

      He wondered if she had other tattoos hidden beneath her tank top, which led him to wonder about body piercings…

      “Hello, eyes up here!” She fisted her hands on her hips and glared. “Don’t stress yourself about my shawls. Dry cleaning solutions are too harsh for the fibers. I’ll take them home and do it myself so I know they won’t be damaged. I’d better get these inside, I’m going to be late for my appointment.”

      Inside, right. He could carry her box inside, maybe appease her that way. He could admit to her right now that he owned the gallery and just tell her to bring the stuff back in time for the exhibit—no discussion needed. Something in the daggers shooting from her eyes told him he’d better keep his mouth shut and let his sister do the talking. “Well, then. I’m glad you’re okay. Can you make it inside with that?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got it.” She straightened the lid, lifted the carton and teetered for a moment on her heels.

      Seth flung an arm out to be sure she didn’t lose her package again, then slunk back into his Charger and told the car’s wireless phone to call his sister. “Look, Mina, that Lily person is headed inside and here’s how I need you to handle her.

      “First, don’t mention me at all. Second, sign her. I don’t care if you look at her stuff before you do. Just keep her happy. Offer to have the damaged ones cleaned, whatever.”

      “Damaged ones? What are you talking about? Seth, what did you do?” Mina’s voice rose into those sharp tones she tended to use when he’d done something stupid. Which, of course, he had.

      “I’ll fill you in later. Just make sure she leaves with a smile on her face.” He disconnected the call before she could question him more, and he pulled into a parking space. He would wait for Lily by her car, if he could figure out which it was.

      He couldn’t say why, but it was suddenly important that Lily have a good opinion of him. If she were anything like his sisters, she wouldn’t appreciate knowing he’d said to sign her without reviewing her handwork. Now he just needed to keep his eyes above her neck. That would be a good start, but her tiny waist and that pear-shaped ass begged him to look. And savor. To wonder if her tan was painted on and how low the lines, if any, sat.

      He swore under his breath and rubbed his palms over his slacks to quell the itch to find out just how soft her skin was. She wasn’t even in front of him but he couldn’t keep his mind off her curves. On the other hand, he knew nothing about her other than she was his sister’s favorite fiber artist, so there was nowhere else for his thoughts to go.

      What was it his sister had told him about Lily? He couldn’t remember. He needed to get to know her, and quickly. Then he could get her out of his head.

      After about twenty minutes, the tip-tap of her heels announced her return. They had a light clip, not an angry stomp. Good sign. He straightened and walked toward the car she stopped at. “How did it go?”
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        * * *

      

      Lily looked up with a start to find the macho car driver waiting for her. She suddenly recognized who he was, and swallowed back the burning acid that rose again in her stomach. What were the odds that Seth Ventura would be here to ruin her day? Talk about her career coming full circle. She squinted as she studied him, shifting her carton on one hip to unlock the car. “Fine.”

      “So they liked your stuff.”

      “Yeah.” Good thing she hadn’t recognized him before going inside. L.A. Artisans was one of the Ventura Family Galleries, so he probably had a vote on whether her work was accepted. After the way she’d carried on about the damage to her work, he would have voted no, she was certain.

      He couldn’t be worried she’d report him for hit and run if he didn’t wait around to be sure she was okay, so why was he there? He hadn’t even hit her, just startled the crap out of her when his horn blared. After setting her shawls inside the back of her car, she closed the hatch and turned to check him out.

      Her stomach quivered the way it had the first time she’d seen him six years ago, and she allowed her gaze to travel up his lean, GQ model length. Tall, almost too tall. She’d have to stand on a stool to kiss him. Wouldn’t be a problem if they were lying down, though… Stop that. There
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