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Chapter One
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“Please tell me you’re joking.”

Suzanne shook her head. “Nope. I’m dead serious.”

The grey-haired man on the other side of the desk spun his chair to look out the window directly behind him.  

After a few deep breaths, he spun back to face her. “Why?”

“Because there’s a market for it.” 

“Prove it!”

Suzanne was unflustered by the abrupt command, having had it directed at her every time she proposed an article for his trendy magazine, Me. She was also confident he was going to accept her pitch—despite being a freelance writer, George MacKenzie had never yet turned down any of her ideas, no matter how wild. Why would he, when his market surveys showed increased readership every time one of her articles was featured? She was good at raising controversy and wasn’t necessarily politically correct, but she was always dead on the money when it came to targeting his readers.  

She pulled a sheaf of papers from her briefcase and flipped through them, finding the statistics from a recent nationwide poll before tossing them on his desk and jabbing her pen at one particular section. 

“According to this, 73% of adult Americans admit they know less about sex than they’d like to, 42% would consider experimenting with different—” she hesitated, “—kinds of sex, but 92% of those surveyed were uncomfortable talking about it.” 

“And?”

Suzanne stifled a sigh. Sometimes she wondered about George MacKenzie’s business acumen. After thirty years in the industry, he still wanted everything spelled out. “And that means a huge number of people will read my articles because they’ll be a nice, non-threatening source of information. I’m not aiming for the pornographic magazine readers, I’ll be writing for ordinary people.” 

She wasn’t going to tell him she was considering making her research a lot more in-depth than the magazine readers would ever find out about. She’d possibly even enjoy a little ‘hands-on’ investigation.

It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy sex, exactly... Oh, who was she kidding? She hated it! Messy, sweaty, groping around in the dark. The man puffing and panting as he came, then rolling over with a grunt of satisfaction, leaving her... Leaving her... what? And that was the problem, she’d decided. She must have been missing something. After all, other women seemed to enjoy it. Maybe she could use her own article to find out what it was she was missing.

She gathered up her papers again, pretending disinterest. “73% of the population want to read this, George. Are you interested?”

He steepled his fingers and stared at her before snapping out an affirmative. “I’ll want a series of three articles, first one on my desk next Wednesday. Usual rates.” 

She smiled nicely, gracious in victory, but hesitated again, suddenly unsure when he didn’t accept her offered hand as she went to leave.

“Not so fast!” George splayed his hands on his desk, then pinned her with his stare. “You may not be on my payroll, but I still have a responsibility for you. If you’re going into the sort of places I assume you are, you are not to go alone. My son’s just joined me on the magazine and you can take him wherever you go. Understood?”

Suzanne clenched her teeth together to stop herself saying something she’d regret. “No, sir, it is not. I work alone.”

“Not this time, you don’t.”

This was not in the plan and was going to make... experimentation... more than a little difficult. “Sir...” she protested, trying to project a note of warning into her voice.

“Don’t argue with me! He’s a competent journalist, been covering the wars in the Middle East for the past few years. This’ll be a piece of cake for him.”

“It is my proposal, and I’ll do it my way.”

“Granted.” A hint of a smile creased his mouth. “You’ll get the by-line, you can write the articles yourself, but you’re stuck with him. He’ll be your shadow for the next few weeks. Take it or leave it.”

She met his gaze, considering furiously. What choice did she have? If she was lucky, his son would be one of the chauvinistic, gung-ho—and patently unintelligent—reporters who thought yelling dumb questions into a suspect’s face was good journalism. Having to deal with men like that on a daily basis had been why she’d decided to go freelance in the first place. If he was the sort of single-minded idiot she was hoping for, she could probably just find him a front row seat at some seedy strip club, grab him a beer, and he’d never even notice when she disappeared to do her own thing. 

Satisfied with her reasoning, she stood up and enjoyed the momentary power play as she looked down on him. She waited until George had levered himself upright, and again held out her hand. “I’ll take it.”

* * * *
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MIKE MACKENZIE GRIMACED, swirled the dregs of his coffee, then swallowed. The café was busy, the waitress almost running to keep up with the orders, but she miraculously appeared at his elbow with the coffeepot almost as soon as he’d replaced his cup on the table. Well, maybe not so miraculous, he conceded. He’d never had to try too hard with women. They seemed to gravitate towards him whether he wanted them to or not. Not that he really understood it—he didn’t think he was particularly good-looking—but there was obviously something that appealed.

Right now, he wasn’t happy. He’d taken up the editorial position for Me like his father had wanted, and geez, it was boring. Of course he’d known that moving straight from war correspondence to a lifestyle magazine was going to be a big change, but he hadn’t anticipated just how much he’d hate it. For three weeks now he’d been sitting behind a desk, sorting through other people’s articles. He desperately wanted to get back into the field. However, playing babysitter to some dry old spinster who’d taken it into her head to find out about sex wasn’t exactly what he considered getting back to the real world... 

Mike stifled a groan and rested his head on his hand. He wondered if his old job was still open with the newspaper. Anything had to be better than this! And why did they have to meet in a café, anyway? 

Still, he had to concede that at least he could watch the world walking by as he waited. He straightened as a tall blonde appeared on the other side of the windows. What would the chances be like of her actually walking into the café? Probably not high. And the chances of her being interested in him? Lower again.

He smiled at the train his thoughts were taking. He was supposed to be here on business, not checking out the local talent. Not that he’d done much of that since he’d been back in the country. What with stepping straight into the old editor’s shoes and actually making his old condo habitable... well, he hadn’t had much time.

Moving back had taught him a few very important things. Actually, it was living out of a suitcase for years that had taught him just how awful his condo had been. He’d sauntered out of his bachelor flat three years ago—suitcase in hand—locked the door, and hadn’t looked back. It wasn’t until he’d returned that he realized how much he’d changed.

Now he actually preferred home cooking over pizza and take-out. He couldn’t stand having his stuff spread around in a massive mess. And he really appreciated a cold beer—there’d been way too few of them around when he’d been dodging bullets to get his next story. And he really, really appreciated having a good comfortable sofa. There was still nothing like racking back with his feet up, a beer close to hand, and football on the box. He just preferred his home to be a little more... streamlined these days.

The problem, however, was that even though he’d learnt to value what he’d taken for granted most of his life, he was still totally bored with the new desk job. It had been too big a change, and all at once. War zone one day, plush high-rise office the next. 

It wasn’t a simple case of livening up his life by getting back into the endless round of parties and clubs either. Three years ago, sure, he’d have been all for it. Now? The whole idea was enough to make him shudder. He’d had enough of simpering women hanging on his arm, wanting to become the next Mrs MacKenzie. And all because he was next in line to inherit the magazine. Sheesh. Did they think he was so dumb that he couldn’t work out their motives in... oh, a millisecond or less?

So why was he watching this particular woman? He grimaced. Chances were, she’d be exactly the same as every other woman he’d ever dated. More interested in his wallet and his name than who he was and what he wanted out of life. And it wasn’t two-point-four kids and a slobbering dog! Though a dog could be nice... 

He turned his head to follow her progress. There was something interesting about her. Maybe it was just the way she seemed totally unaware of how attractive she was. Most women who looked that good would have at least worn something a little more figure-hugging. Her jacket looked very comfortable, very well-worn—and very daggy.  

* * * *
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SUZANNE WASN’T HAPPY. Traffic had been heavy so she was running late, she’d spilled coffee on her favorite leather jacket, and she was starting to give serious consideration to exactly why she was doing this. Maybe she should just get herself back into the club scene and start dating again. How bad could it be? 

Very. 

She wanted more than some guy giving her a quick head-to-toe scan, deciding she was suitable, then wanting nothing other than her body for the night. Yes, she wanted sex—she wanted to know what she was missing out on—but she knew from experience she wasn’t going to get that on a smoke-filled dance floor. 

God only knew what she wanted—she certainly didn’t. But she figured that getting to know herself, her own likes and dislikes, was a good first step in the right direction. Finding a partner would come later. How could she be comfortable having a man in her life when she wasn’t comfortable with herself? 

So, time to take that next step. She was a competent journalist, dammit, and that was all this darned editor she’d had foisted on her needed to know! 

She summoned a bit of professional bravado—head up, shoulders back—and stalked through the open door of the café. It was nearly full, but most tables had a couple of people, and only two held a single man. She glanced between them, trying to decide. Both were thirty-something and both were casually dressed in jeans and an open-necked sports shirt. Then one of them raised his hand to call the waitress over, holding up his cup for a refill and laughing loudly at some joke he’d made. Even from the far side of the room, Suzanne felt the waitress rolling her eyes. That had to be him, the typical male journo. 

As she threaded her way through the tables, she cast a wistful glance at the other man. If she was in the market—which she wasn’t, she reminded herself—he’d be the sort of guy she’d be aiming for. Thick, dark hair brushed back off his forehead and a body she wanted to reach out and touch. She wondered what color his eyes were? Grey, perhaps? That would suit his rugged outdoorsy look. His table was right beside the one she was heading for and she had to brush past him. She couldn’t help herself—she ran her fingernails lightly across his well-muscled shoulder as she passed.

He looked up at her touch and Suzanne stopped, mesmerised. 

Yep, they were grey. They were also the most captivating eyes she’d ever looked into. A slow smile crossed his features. His eyes darkened to the color of summer thunderclouds, and she finally understood what it meant for someone to have bedroom eyes. She was caught and if his voice was even half as sexy as his smile, she was definitely in trouble.

“Were you looking for me?” His voice was deep and his eyes, amused.

Oh, yeah, he was just exactly what she was looking for. Then reality intruded on her dreams and she shook her head slightly.

“Sorry. I’m meeting someone here and I’m already late.”

His smile broadened and he glanced towards the man at the next table, silently questioning why she’d want the other guy when she could have him. Her own gaze followed and she noted the slight paunch and dark bags under the stranger’s eyes. What she wouldn’t give to be working alone. Or with Stormy-Eyes...

“That’s just too bad,” he drawled, seeming to enjoy the way her lips puckered in distaste when she looked towards the next table.

“Yeah, it is,” she murmured, shooting him a rueful smile, then slipping into the vacant seat opposite the oh-so-obvious journalist.

The stranger looked at her, clearly surprised, then plastered a vaguely lecherous smile on his face.

“I’m Suzanne Briggs. I believe you’re expecting me?”

The man opposite looked at her blankly but his smile didn’t waver. 

“You are Mike MacKenzie, aren’t you?”  She blushed as he shook his head. In an instant Mike’s boredom vanished. He stirred in his seat and stood up politely. “I’m Mike MacKenzie. Maybe you were looking for me after all?” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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Of all the embarrassing mistakes to make—and of all the possible people to make it with...

Suzanne quickly apologized to the other man then swapped tables, hitching her chair out with her ankle and collapsing prettily into it. She opted for the ditzy blonde routine, widening her eyes slightly. “Gosh! How embarrassing!” 

She ran her hand haphazardly through her hair, twisting a stray piece neatly behind her ear, and looked up at him from under her eyebrows. Those gorgeous come-to-bed eyes were locked on her face.

His voice was husky, sending a tremor straight through her. “I am so glad you’re my date.”

“I am not your date!” she shot back, “and I’ll thank you to remember it!”

He leaned back, rocking gently, his eyes never leaving her own. She was trapped as effectively as if he’d tied her to the chair. Now there was a thought...  She reddened. 

“I don’t know exactly what you’re imagining, but I’m seeing a king-sized bed and a tangle of limbs. Yours.” He paused suggestively. “Mine.”

Oh. My.

For a fraction of second his eyes were hooded by his lashes and Suzanne tore her gaze away. With just a few well-chosen words, he’d sent her imagination soaring and she hated him for it. He was obviously way out of her league.

“Get your mind out of the gutter. We’re supposed to be working together, not sleeping together!”

He winked, still as relaxed as a leopard in the sun, and watched her expression as she finally realized he was teasing. Awareness was chased off her face and she blushed, then scowled.

Mike laughed, a rich rumble that slid enticingly around her. They seemed to be wrapped in a private cocoon and it locked out the noise of the people around them. 

“I think we should have this conversation somewhere more private, don’t you?” he suggested, languidly unfolding his body from the seat. He tossed a bill on the table, waited for her to stand, then escorted her out the door, his hand burning on the small of her back.

There was a park across the road and Suzanne led the way, picking out a patch of grass under a shady tree. She curled her legs under her and watched in fascination as Mike dropped gracefully to the ground beside her, instantly at ease, with his back propped negligently against the tree. For the first time she noticed just how wide his shoulders were and seeing him sprawled there like that, his jeans stretched tight over his ass, was more than she could handle. The denim was molded over his buns, leaving nothing to the imagination. She doubted he was wearing underwear...surely she’d see it if he were? God, he had a good ass.

“So.” His amused comment brought her back to the present with a thump.

“Yeah. So.” She managed to sound unimpressed. Good body—no, great body, she corrected herself—or not, he was still in her way.

“George said you don’t want me?” He cocked a quizzical eyebrow.

“You got it. I don’t want you trailing around behind me like some overgrown puppy with his tongue hanging out.”

He stretched, flexing his arms and showing off his biceps. Was he doing that on purpose? If he didn’t stop soon, she’d be the one doing the drooling. 

“Why not?”

How could she answer that? Because I’m planning on getting laid? Not likely. She didn’t need him running back to daddy, telling tales. She opted for a neutral, “Because I’m used to working alone.”

Apparently he accepted her excuse. He didn’t question it, anyway. “I hear you’re planning on checking out a variety of places—sex shops, brothels, strip clubs, the BDSM clubs?” 

Suzanne flushed again, hoping like hell there was no one around to overhear their conversation. “That’s right.”

He leaned back more comfortably, closing his eyes against the sun. “You going to approach the management, tell ‘em who you are and interview them, or are you going to visit on the sly?”

“I might interview later, but I thought I’d start by having a look around. So?”

“You ever been to any of these places?”

She shook her head, forgetting his eyes were closed. 

“Didn’t think so.”

She jumped guiltily. When had he opened his eyes again?

“What’s that got to do with anything?” she demanded.

He smiled







[image: image]
























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Y





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





