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Chapter One

 


Ella woke amid a cocoon of rumpled sheets
and dim lighting. She stretched luxuriously and then smiled as the
memories of the previous night enhanced her initial sense of
well-being. After brushing strands of hair from her eyes, she
peered at the opposite side of the bed—empty. Huh.

She could scent him though—scent the two of
them and what they’d shared—and against her better judgment,
already sensing the worst, she filled her lungs with it. Sensing
the worst because concentrating past the quiet huff of the AC, she
detected no sounds emanating from the bathroom. No toilet flushing.
No water pattering in the shower. No—anything.

A quick scan of the room detected no male
garments, and after closer scrutiny—no note. No evidence he’d even
been here. She flopped over onto her back, dejected.

So, that was that. Her first one-night stand
and he’d punctuated the end of the … experience by skulking off
before first light. Despite the implication of something more
promising. What the hell was wrong with her? Sex was sex, and it
clouded everything. It certainly promised nothing except maybe
another excellent orgasm. If the guy knew what he was doing. And
Rhys certainly did, damn him.

She gritted her teeth because she’d told
herself she wouldn’t regret this. Not make it out to be more,
despite the way she and Rhys had connected before the physical
intimacy. There was no such thing as instant soul mates who could
make it work, no matter the obstacles, and she clearly was a poor
judge of character. Blinded by pheromones and awesome sex.

Yet it hadn’t felt that way…

Her cell chimed, and she followed the sound
to where her purse lay on the chair by the window. She rolled out
of bed, noting the small aches and pains of well-used muscles, and
padded naked toward the beckoning noise.

She fumbled it out, her stupid heart hoping.
“Hello?”

“Ella?” asked her best friend, Jenn.

“Who else?” She forced the disappointment
down. She and Rhys hadn’t exchanged numbers. Maybe she could
channel the flippant, worldly woman who screwed a random guy and
had no regrets. Liar.

“Um, sorry for calling so early, but you
know our flight’s been changed. And you didn’t come down?”

“What?” Pulling the phone from her ear, she
stared at the screen and checked the notifications. There it was,
and how hard had she been sleeping to miss that? Not
sleeping. “Shit. I’ll be downstairs in fifteen.”

“Is he … is—”

She couldn’t answer that. Humiliation and
remorse were already making her limbs leaden. “Look, Jenn. We’ll
talk later. I gotta move! Get me a coffee, okay?”

Pushing everything else other than making
that deadline out of her mind, she ended the call and swiveled
toward the bathroom. First things first.

She relieved herself, wincing at a certain
tenderness, and closed off the thoughts that instantly rose to
explain that. How he’d prepared her because it had been a long
time, making sure she was wet enough to accommodate him. Stop
it!

There was no time for a shower, and even
though they’d taken one together after round two, there had been a
round three, and a— She had no time for this! No time to lose
herself in the kinetic memory of his lips on hers and other parts
of her body. Firm, clever… Argh!

Yanking a brush through her tangles, she
tossed a cloth in the sink with her other hand and turned on the
hot water. While it ran, she bundled her hair into a messy bun, all
the while avoiding looking directly into the mirror.

She quickly scrubbed her face and other
essential parts of her body and then rapidly moved through the
other basics of personal care like applying deodorant and brushing
her teeth. Her toiletries were swept into their case, and she
scanned the room to ensure she had everything.

Back in the bedroom, she grabbed a set of
underwear. That top. Those capris. The faster she went and
the more she focused, she found she could keep her brain from
wandering and speculating. Damn bra. Where’s that last hook? I
should have packed my other jeans. Hurry!

Dressed, she concentrated on bundling all
her remaining apparel into the big suitcase, tossing her shoes on
top. The closet’s done. And the dresser. I might make
it.

It wasn’t until she stooped to tug a
matching flat from under the edge of the bedspread that she saw it.
His tie. She picked it up instead and lost all momentum, frozen in
place, lost in memory.

The article of clothing wasn’t the first
thing she’d noticed about him. It was his demeanor, confident
without being arrogant, a man comfortable in his own skin. His
smile, open and welcoming, had given an inkling of the charming
personality he possessed, balanced by his startling intelligence.
The things they’d talked about…

The silky fabric running through her fingers
drew her back. Dark blue with tiny red abstract figures scattered
over it. A dark blue that matched his eyes and set off the crisply
pressed shirt beneath the well-cut suit jacket.

Her eyes closed as she recalled the breadth
of his shoulders beneath that jacket and under her hands. The
muscled chest and— Good grief! There was no point in pining over
him like a stupid teenager. It had been a … fuck. A great fuck but
one they’d both gone into with eyes wide open. One night in
Vegas. Stays in Vegas. And it was stupid to imagine anything
else, that she’d known him.

Her cell chimed again, and she shook off the
memories but was unable to toss the length of fabric. Snatching up
her purse, she rammed the tie inside and then pulled out the phone.
This time she checked the screen.

“I’m coming now, Jenn!” Fourteen minutes had
elapsed, and hopefully, the elevator ride wouldn’t take more than
another.

She shoved the cell away and felt around for
her card key, planning to toss it on the dresser. Unable to find
it, she shrugged. She’d chosen the express checkout, the last thing
she’d done before— Yanking her suitcase after her, she made for the
door.

She was out of here. No backward longing
nostalgic glances. Gone.

The elevator dumped her out on the correct
floor, where Jenn and her other friends waited. She crossed to
them, boldly meeting their appraising stares, and gratefully took
the proffered coffee. “Thanks for this!”

Jenn said, “I got worried when you weren’t
down on time, so figured I’d call.”

Projecting a sense of cool while ignoring an
emptiness in her belly, she replied, “My phone must have been
turned down. Glad you called.”

Eloise said, “The shuttle’s here.”

The four of them piled inside while the
driver put their cases in the back. Ella stashed her coffee in a
holder and delved into her purse. The face she saw in her compact
was reassuringly familiar and didn’t reflect her inner turmoil.

She applied moisturizer and then blush and
mascara. Lip gloss completed the look after another swallow of
coffee.

Alicia broached the subject, although Jenn
and Saralynn didn’t hide their anticipation. “Well? Was it
great?”

Forcing a laugh, Ella said, “It was
okay.”

“Just okay! He looked so …
amazing.”

She found she didn’t want to share. She’d
remember when time had passed, and she could tell herself she
hadn’t felt used. Because he hadn’t used her. She’d agreed, had
even initially posited the parameters of … what they’d done
together. She just wasn’t a one-night stand kind of girl, was all.
Too bad she’d had to experience it to figure it out. Or maybe
picked the wrong guy to try it with… Maybe they were all like him.
Right.

“Just okay,” she repeated.

“Huh. We hoped he’d come down with you and
give you a passionate kiss in farewell,” whined Saralynn, the
hopeless romantic.

Turned out Ella joined her in that
description. Fool. “Uh, what with missing the flight change
notification, things were rushed.”

“Of course.” Jenn nodded, her sharp eyes
picking up on what Ella wasn’t saying as best friends often did. “I
should have called earlier, except you’re always so timely.”

They all laughed because Ella was a schedule
fanatic. Then the talk turned to their other experiences in Vegas.
Ella felt no judgment over her one-night stand, not that she’d
expected it. She forced another smile and held it until it felt
natural, glad when the airport came into view.

She had a five-hour flight to organize her
thoughts and leave Vegas—and all thoughts of Rhys—behind.


Chapter Two

 


Rhys knocked quietly and then pressed his
ear to the door. Hearing nothing, he swiped the card he’d found on
Ella’s purse and let himself into the room.

“Ella? Honey? You awake?”

The cardboard tray holding two large coffees
tipped precariously to one side, and the bag with the famous
waffles slipped from under his arm. Cursing, he managed not to drop
his prizes. Ella had mentioned wishing she’d made it to the
restaurant for a sample of those specialties, and, waking early, as
usual, he’d slipped out to treat her.

He couldn’t recall the last time he’d done
something like that for a woman and winced. Could be he took women
for granted because while he wouldn’t think they were easy, he was
never short of female company. Trouble was, he wasn’t certain if it
was him they wanted or his bank account. There had been several of
that type, certain that sleeping with him meant expensive gifts
lavished on them constantly. And the one who faked a pregnancy to
coerce him into marriage—he couldn’t forget that tumultuous
time.

But this girl didn’t know him or about his
money. And had gotten under his skin during an evening—and most of
the night—so that he found he wanted to spend quality time with
her, to please her. Not just in bed. His mind had already been
turning over ways to convince her to stay in Vegas longer while
they explored this thing growing between them.

Hell, it felt full-grown, taking up
residence in a place that usually housed his heart.

“Ella?”

There was no slight form huddled under the
linens on the bed as he walked quietly to set his burdens on the
desk. Probably in the shower. His cock stirred. The shower had been
the scene of some great sex, and he could join her again.

Her breasts were the perfect size for his
hands and tasted so sweet. He’d learned what she liked, and his
mouth watered to do it again. And her mouth… The way her
lips had closed over his cock, coaxing him to release when he’d
already— He palmed himself now, dragging in a breath at the
memory.

He hurriedly shrugged out of his suit jacket
and then fit it over the back of the chair, idly wondering where
his tie had gone. He normally went more casual but had attended a
business meeting prior to going to the rowdy bar where he met Ella
and her friends.

Unzipping his pants, he headed to the
bathroom and came to an abrupt stop. The door was cracked open,
with no sound of the shower, and he couldn’t see Ella nor her
toiletry stuff. His gut clenched, and he spun to survey the
room.

Nothing of hers was in sight, and a quick
check of the closet confirmed his rising fear. Maybe it hadn’t
meant as much to her. Maybe
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