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    He’ll train her to lure another man.


    She’ll lure him instead.


    When interior designer Eliza Ballas accompanies a friend to New York’s premier BDSM club, she’s taken aback by the sheer want that overruns her body—especially when a sexy Brit assumes Eliza is adept at dark, sensual arts. If she’s going to play, she’ll need an erotic education, and she knows just the man to teach her how to submit…


    Oliver Preston isn’t one to turn down pleasure, but Eliza’s his sister’s best friend, and he’s torn between a sense of duty and his rock-hard need to find out if she tastes as delectable as he’s dreamed. Unable to handle thought of another man owning her body, he draws Eliza deep into his world of exquisite pain and pleasure.


    He has three lessons to instruct her. Three lessons to drive them both to the brink of ecstasy. And three lessons before he must give her to another man...if he doesn’t lose himself first.
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    Chapter One


    New York City’s Most Eligible Bachelor was in a piss-poor mood.


    Not that anyone would ever guess it from the way Oliver Preston smiled down at the dark-haired girl dancing seductively in front of him. At least, he thought she was going for seductive. She dipped down low, then rose with a twisting hip swivel, which could very well be an attempt to dislodge a wedgie. Her name had vanished along with his last three drinks, and it was fast approaching the point in their acquaintance when it would be rude to ask. With a discreet glance at his watch, he realized they’d been dancing and talking for an hour, although he couldn’t recall a single word. Something about Gwyneth Paltrow’s blog?


    He’d been doing this more and more lately, forgetting the social dictates that had been drilled into him his entire life. Discarding names the moment they were uttered, neglecting to respond with a laugh at the appropriate moment. He’d once been the king of grinning and bullshitting. Maybe he still was, but he’d gone on autopilot. No enjoyment came from it any more.


    Oliver could pinpoint the exact day it happened. When that damn magazine had determined him a catch, under the headline, “Manhattan’s Mesmerizing Magazine Guru”. The article had been the equivalent of a meal bell being rung over his unsuspecting head. Women had stopped wanting to have fun with him. They’d stopped being satisfied with a single night or even a week-long affair.


    Now they wanted to land him. They wanted the elegant wedding announcement in the New York Times. They wanted to weld a gold band onto his finger while cackling with merriment. They wanted to…Jesus…they wanted to introduce him to their mothers.


    Matrimony. If it was possible to have a phobia of saying I do, he had a giant case of it. Matrimonaphobia. There, he’d diagnosed himself.


    Not that he didn’t believe in the institution of marriage. His parents had been happy enough. Some of his friends even pulled it off to varying degrees of success. The thought of doing it himself? He’d rather choose punishment in the form of a never-ending wedgie.


    That reminded him. What the hell was this girl’s name? Jill…Whitney…Wendy? Wedgie.


    Wendy.


    Wendy, Queen of the Wedgie.


    I’m going to Hell.


    Wendy spun in a slow circle, gyrating quite impressively, but he found himself more concerned with the disintegrating contents of his rocks glass than her impressive figure, leading him back to his earlier thoughts. Maybe the eligible bachelor announcement hadn’t been where his loss of interest in the world of endless women and partying had started. Maybe it had been waning long before then, and he’d simply fallen into an inescapable pattern. Party, seduce, repeat. A certain behavior was expected of him and he lived up to it.


    Had his identity become his curse?


    Oliver had one thing keeping him grounded. Work. He’d taken the passion he usually reserved for the opposite sex and thrown it into the financial magazine his family had owned for decades. His father had built it from the ground up, but just last month, Oliver had been required to save it from bankruptcy. As a result, he now shared the helm with his sister, Caroline, producing the country’s first lifestyle magazine for those with alternative lifestyles. Combining finance and travel with, well, bondage techniques and gift ideas for your favorite Dominant.


    He tossed back the remains of his drink, smiling absently when WW took that as a sign she should move closer, backing up until her bottom met his lap and wiggling her hips. Oliver’s body responded as it always did, but there was no urgency. No driving need to get this girl alone and rip off every last piece of her clothing. He hadn’t felt that in a damn long while, though, had he?


    His new, regrettable marriageable status combined with the feeling he was missing something had led him here over the summer. To Serve. A BDSM club located in Manhattan’s Meatpacking District, owned by his formerly straight-laced sister’s boyfriend, Jonah. A fact he still couldn’t believe a month later.


    Before coming to Serve, he had already been dominant in the bedroom, hoping maybe taking it to the next level would alleviate some of the monotony he’d been experiencing. It had. Briefly. After a while, that same old feeling had begun creeping in. He’d stopped enjoying himself in degrees, oftentimes coming to Serve, only to leave after his first drink. His conquests had all started looking and sounding the same, blurring together in a way that made him feel guilty. As if he were taking advantage in some way, saying all the right words without meaning them. Like now.


    Wendy threw her arms up in the air and rotated her hips in a slow circle. Her eyes held a challenge, all but shouting, not bad, huh? Oliver saluted her with his empty glass. “That dress is criminal, sweetheart.” Blah blah blah. “Maybe we need to put you in lock up.” Let’s go upstairs and get this over with so I can go home and watch Survivorman.


    “Thank you,” Wendy purred, smoothing her hands down the front of her dress. “It’s all thanks to this macrobiotic diet I’ve been doing. Gwyneth does it. She practically invented it. No carbs, no coffee, no alcohol—”


    Good God, she dances like this sober? “Whatever you’re doing,” he wound her hair around his fist and pulled her up against him. “Don’t stop.”


    Wendy sucked in a breath. “Let me take a quick trip to the ladies room, then we can go upstairs.” She turned with a little shimmy, then glanced back over her shoulder. “I’m feeling bad.”


    He winked at her. “I’ll be the judge of that.”


    As soon as she disappeared into the crowd, Oliver dropped heavily onto the nearest lounge chair, signaling the waitress for another drink. He pushed a hand through his dark mess of hair, debating whether or not to call tonight off, just wait until Wendy came back and make some excuse about an early conference call. It wouldn’t be a complete lie. Damn, this isn’t how he should feel when ten minutes in the future, he’d be naked with a beautiful woman. What the hell is wrong with me?


    Oliver pushed to his feet, intending on intercepting Wendy on the way back from the restroom. The sooner he got out of here, the better. He skirted past a young businessman running game on a waitress. A waste of time since Jonah didn’t allow employees to fraternize with clientele, at least on the downstairs lounge level. Upstairs? Different story altogether.


    He’d cleared half the dance floor when he saw the blonde. Or rather, he saw her bare shoulders. Such an innocent body part shouldn’t have arrested him so thoroughly, after all he’d seen enough skin to rival a Penthouse photographer, but something about them brought him to a standstill. Even from ten yards away, he knew the skin would be smooth. Lickable. He knew she’d bunch them up to her ears when she laughed. He knew he’d find a sexy mole on the other side, just beneath her collar bone.


    That blonde was Eliza Ballas.


    His sister’s old college roommate and current best friend. Oliver tried, he really, seriously tried—for all of three seconds—not to let his gaze dip to her ass. Not a new problem for him when it came to the sexy little Greek he’d watched come into her own over the last seven years. No, he’d noticed Eliza the first time Caroline brought her around. She was impossible not to notice, all long limbs, bedroom eyes and ambition that rivaled his own. He liked her. On top of wanting to fuck her brains out.


    Under different circumstances, he would have tried to take her home the first time they met. He would have experienced what it felt like to have those golden legs wrapped around his waist, to watch those big, brown eyes go blind.


    Oliver licked his upper lip when his body decided it liked that image very much, thank you. He hadn’t seen Eliza in weeks, having been so busy revamping the magazine, but she’d certainly been on his mind. Even more than usual. On a trip to the club last month, he’d been surprised to find Eliza at the bar, dressed to kill. Some discreet questioning of the staff he’d become friendly with had alerted him to the fact that Eliza was getting ready to embark on an evening with a British ex-pat named Porter. Also known as the man she was dancing with tonight while looking fucking edible. Oliver had spoken to the man on a few occasions, frequenting the club as they both did. The Brit liked to dish out a little pain in the bedroom, more so than Oliver. To his credit, he never did anything a woman hadn’t consented to beforehand. Still, the thought of him employing those methods on Eliza didn’t sit well.


    Not last month. And not tonight.


    The Brit’s hand then ghosted over Eliza’s backside, propelling Oliver from his thoughts with the force of a cannon. Oh boy, he didn’t like the feeling that gave him, either. Kind of like a sour bomb had gone off in his stomach, turning the whiskey he’d drank to acid. He waited a beat, hoping it would go away. It didn’t.


    Medic!


    Oliver plucked a glass of something blue off a passing tray and downed it in one gulp. Immediately, his attention returned to Eliza. He’d always been able to lower the attraction to his sister’s friend to a simmer. Right now, however, it felt like a roaring-ass fire. Same as it had that night last month when he’d interfered where he had no right, but had felt as though he did. As though he’d had every right to convince Serve’s scheduling manager to change Eliza and Porter’s appointment without alerting Eliza. It hadn’t been easy. Jonah’s staff did everything by the book. But Oliver had played the only trump card he had. If Eliza was hurt, Caroline would be upset. Which would piss off the boss to an unholy degree. It had done the trick and Oliver had rested easy that night, secure in the belief he’d done the right thing. Tonight was infinitely worse, however, because he could see Eliza focusing those doe eyes on another man. He couldn’t be jealous. He’d never been jealous a day in his life. Still, it wouldn’t hurt the guy to keep the grab-ass to a minimum. They were in public, for crying out loud. Never mind what he’d been up to five minutes ago.


    The image materialized of him taking the Brit’s place, letting his hands roam over Eliza’s hips as she rocked against him, those pretty lips parting on a gasp.


    Sister’s friend, asshole. Looky, no touchy.


    Warning bells ringing in his head, Oliver started toward them.


    She wasn’t going anywhere with that bastard.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Whoo yeah. He just touched my butt. Play it cool. Happens all the time.


    Except it didn’t happen all the time. In Eliza’s world, when a man touched your butt, you reported his butt to human resources. Tonight, however, she was a million miles away from New York City’s cut-throat interior design world where she spent most of her waking hours. Tonight was for her. Tonight, butts would be touched. Or walloped, as the case may be.


    Porter, the too-sexy Brit who bore a striking resemblance to mid-nineties Gavin Rosdale, pulled her closer. She swayed further into his embrace, without any of her usual reservations holding her back, letting herself enjoy the smell of his expensive cologne, his masculinity.


    She’d met Porter a month ago at Serve when her best friend Caroline convinced her to stop in for a drink. Caroline had met the love of her life that night. Eliza had made a jackass out of herself.


    After one dance with Porter that same evening, it had become obvious to her she was in way over her head. He spent a lot of time upstairs at Serve, where certain activities took place, so to speak. Eliza’s idea of an activity was browsing swatches. Still, she’d been excited by his cool demeanor, eager to try something new even if the world of BDSM was completely foreign to her. They hadn’t even made it to the elevator when her nerves had caught up with her. And yeah, it might have had something to do with the burgeoning threesome taking place on a beautifully upholstered chaise longue adjacent to the dance floor. She’d stammered an excuse about needing to find Caroline and ran out, all the while knowing she would regret her cowardice in the morning, which she certainly had.


    That night had been her chance to really feel something. To experience a new world outside of her orb of spun glass. She’d come to New York for adventure and so far, she’d only alienated herself from the rest of the population.


    Exactly as she’d vowed she would never do. Exactly like—


    Eliza shook off the dark thought. Since graduating college, she’d been busting her hump, starting as an intern at the prestigious Rothman and Cower Design Firm, before moving higher in the ranks. Now she had exclusive, influential clients who recommended her services to their friends. She had her own office, an assistant, stability. The success she’d always dreamed of. Perhaps she hadn’t quite gotten to the level that would make her a partner one day, but she planned to change that. Soon.


    With all the success in her professional life, she should be walking on air. Instead, most mornings she woke up on her living room floor, surrounded by piles of fabric samples, with Cheez-Its stuck in her hair, wondering if achieving her goals meant being lonely. Making a trade-off. Her social calendar was sadly lacking in anything that didn’t pertain to work. Or the new HGTV fall lineup. Eliza needed an outlet. She desperately wanted to feel sexy, desirable. Porter had made her feel that way in spades that first night. Hell, he’d looked at her like she was cherry pie fresh from the oven. She’d come back to Serve after having completed the required paperwork and interview process, only to be stood up by Porter her first time as an official member of the club. Her subsequent humiliation had led to a night of complete and utter intoxication to compensate, courtesy of the club’s creative martini menu.


    Not tonight. Tonight, she’d shed her insecurities and come here for an experience. Had it been fate that the first man she’d run into was Porter? She chose to think so and nothing, not even two walruses flogging each other while singing the national anthem, would send her packing. The thought of Porter doing the things to her that she’d read about recently made her feel flushed from head to toe. His hand had moved from her bottom to coast up the small of her back, but she could still feel his touch there.


    “Ready to go upstairs?”


    Oh Lord, that accent. Eliza nodded once. “Let’s go.”


    Porter twined their fingers together. “No standing me up this time?”


    “Me? Stand you up?”


    When Porter only nodded once, Eliza frowned, ready to point out that he’d been the one to ditch her, when a familiar voice interrupted from behind. “Eliza ‘the sunny bunny’ Ballas, is that you?”


    Oliver?


    Without another thought, she immediately disengaged her hand from Porter’s, letting it drop. She wanted to kick herself afterwards, but it had been knee-jerk. Not because she felt guilty. Certainly not. But she’d only just gotten comfortable stepping outside of her comfort zone. Someone from her normal, everyday life witnessing that zone-jumping meant sheets of a different thread count. Oliver knew her only as his sister’s studious friend. In her miniscule black dress and red pumps that matched her lipstick, she looked anything but studious. Slowly, she turned to face Oliver.


    As it always did when she ran into Caroline’s brother, her stomach flipped a little. Nothing behind it. Just pure female appreciation. Helen Keller herself would have had the same reaction. She knew through Caroline that her brother spent every morning in the gym, hungover or not. That dedication had done him, and every female in the vicinity, a major service. Well-honed muscles drew the eye as they shifted under his shirt, within tailored sleeves. Careless bed-head brought to mind an image of him stumbling out of a hotel room, four shades of lipstick on his collar. In fact, she would lay odds that very scenario had taken place more than once. His smile alone radiated such sensual confidence, it had to be illegal in most states and yet, it didn’t even compare to the look.


    Oliver Preston looked at women as though he were already inside them.


    So, yeah. It tended to throw a girl off her game.


    Unless, of course, you were Eliza and you’d known him for seven years, seen him go through upwards of one hundred short-term relationships and countless one-night stands. Then you would know he looked at every woman the same way, and it meant nothing. Nothing. It was just Oliver being Oliver. Women loved him. Men wanted the name of his personal trainer. He was friends with everyone and committed to no one.


    If there was an unusually hard glint in his eye when he nodded at Porter, surely she was imagining it.


    “Thought it was you. Looking good, babe.” He came forward and pulled her into a crushing hug. She couldn’t help but compare his scent to Porter’s. Clean and familiar instead of darkly mysterious. Over his shoulder, she met Porter’s eyes with a silent apology.


    “Oliver, we were just—”


    “Heading upstairs,” Porter interjected firmly, making Eliza’s neck heat.


    “Yes.” Oliver laid a hand on his chest, looking confused. “But I’m here now.”


    Eliza couldn’t stop the laugh that escaped. “If Oliver arrives unexpectedly, all plans are subject to change?”


    He winked at her. “Quick as always, aren’t you?”


    She shook her head, silently cursing the stupid flip-flop in her belly. How long would she need to know this man before her body stopped counteracting her brain around him? “Listen,” she leaned in and said for Oliver’s ears alone, “you’re cramping my style, playboy. Scram.”


    “Sorry. Can’t do it.” He frowned. “And ouch.”


    “What do you mean ‘can’t do it’?”


    He avoided her gaze. “Is this the first time you’ve been out with this guy?”


    “Yes and no. It’s the first time we….”


    Blue eyes snapped to hers. “Have gone upstairs?”


    Eliza said nothing.


    Oliver cleared his throat. “Make an excuse and I’ll take you home. He’s not what you want. This isn’t what you want.”


    She felt a punch of irritation. “I’d like to find that out for myself, thank you.”


    Porter moved closer and slid an arm around her waist. “Is there a problem?”


    “No.”


    Oliver’s attention was focused on Porter’s arm, brow quirked. “Yes,” he said slowly, with just a hint of surprise. “It would seem so.”


    “Care to share?” Porter asked, a hard edge to his tone.


    For a moment, Oliver looked to be debating with himself. Finally, he smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes as usual. “I’d like a word alone with Eliza. Would you mind?”


    Porter hesitated a moment before leaning down to whisper in her ear. “I’ll be at the bar. Come get me when you’re done.” His lips brushed her ear and although Eliza couldn’t see him, she got the feeling his gaze was on Oliver. “I hope you don’t keep me waiting too long. I’m eager to get you alone.”


    Whoa. Were these two gorgeous men kind of, sort of, fighting over her? She wouldn’t lie. Something about that possibility turned her on in a big way. She’d wanted to be desired and in the blink of an eye, she felt like the only woman in the room.


    Oliver’s jaw remained tight until Porter released her and stepped back. “Would you happen to have a business card handy?”


    Porter inclined his head and withdrew one from inside the pocket of his button-down shirt. “Why? You in the market for mid-nineteenth century antiques?”


    “God, no.” Oliver pocketed the card. “Just putting a name to a face.”


    They eyed each other for a moment before Porter turned and disappeared into the crowd.


    Eliza punched Oliver in the shoulder. “What the hell was that? I can’t believe you of all people, just cock-blocked me.”


    His burst of laughter turned heads. “Easy, bunny. I’m doing you a favor.”


    She blew a breath toward the ceiling. “Why do you insist on calling me bunny?”


    He bent down and pressed their foreheads together. “Your nose twitches when you get angry.”


    “It does not.”


    “Don’t worry, it’s adorable just like the rest of you.”


    Eliza grumbled in her throat. “Don’t be endearing right now.”


    “I can’t find the off switch.” Dimples appeared on either cheek. “Care to perform a search?”


    Oh boy. She’d never been required to withstand this much Oliver charm before. Come to think of it, they’d never actually been alone together. Caroline was always there, being the reason they were in the same place at the same time. His mouth had never been this close to hers, his voice rumbling for her ears alone, mere inches separating their bodies. She’d already been aroused from dancing with Porter, and now the heavy feeling below her waist only increased with Oliver’s proximity. She kept waiting for him to step back, put some platonic distance between them, but he didn’t. Just continued watching her in that babe-I’m-inside-you-already way that made the flesh between her thighs throb.


    Looked like it would be up to her to put the brakes on. Eliza placed a hand on his chest and pushed him away. “What did you want to talk to me about?”


    His smile faded in degrees. “What did you come here for tonight?”


    “Same thing as you.”


    “And that is?” When she didn’t immediately answer, he shook his head. “If you don’t know, you’re not ready.”


    Anger built in Eliza’s chest when his words dismantled her pride. Against her will, a small part of her recognized he might even be right, but the concession did nothing to ease her annoyance. She didn’t like Oliver looking at her with sympathy, when a moment ago, she’d finally felt sexy. How dare he take that feeling away from her, along with her newfound courage? He could sleep his way through the female population of Manhattan, but she couldn’t have one single experience of her own?


    That final thought gave her an idea. A terrible one. Even recognizing that only bad things could come from decisions made while pissed off and mildly intoxicated, she still let it percolate. Oliver knew this world. He was part of it. But none of his conquests ever amounted to anything. His resistance to commitment saw to that. She needed to know what she’d be getting into if she and Porter ever made it up the damn stairs again. She wanted to be prepared. What if…


    “Teach me.”


    Oliver had just taken a sip of his fresh drink. He choked on it now. “What the…what?”


    She raised her chin. “If you think I’m not ready, show me, then I will be. You know, teach a man to fish…”


    “Bible parables have no place in this discussion.”


    “Fair enough.” She leaned in and took a sip of his drink, gaining courage by the way his eyes darkened when she licked the remaining moisture from her upper lip. “Come on, playboy. We’re both adults. I need the experience, and you have enough to fill an encyclopedia.” She thought he flinched, but decided it must have been her imagination. “You don’t have to worry about me getting attached, because, well, I know you. And I get the knowledge I need to seduce Porter. It’s totally normal.”


    “Eliza, you’re smoking crack.”


    She smirked to let him know she’d been joking. Sort of. “The only crack I see is the one in your resolve. You’ve never turned down casual sex. Are you really going to start now?”


    He scratched the back of his neck. “You’re not my type.”


    “My turn to say ouch.”


    “You misunderstand. Not being my type is a good thing. You’re a good thing.”


    “Too good for you?”


    Oliver slowly nodded.


    Wow, he really was turning her down. She felt a wave of disappointment, along with another blow to her pride, but convinced herself his disinterest was for the best. What had possessed her? When he’d called her “too good,” he’d meant too green. Not sophisticated or experienced enough for his tastes. She couldn’t come up with another explanation for his reasoning. Maybe he was right…maybe she wasn’t cut out for this. Forcing herself to smile, Eliza stepped back, intending to retrieve her purse from the high, round table she’d been sitting at with Porter. “Never mind. I don’t know why I—”


    “Wait.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Don’t do it, man.


    Oh, but I really fucking want to.


    Deciding to listen to the second voice, just for the moment, Oliver backed Eliza up enough that her sleek backside was wedged against the high stool beside the table. He bit back a groan when his heavy erection encountered her trim belly, her breasts pressing into his chest to swell over the top of her neckline. This shouldn’t be happening. He shouldn’t finally be crazy-as-hell to get inside a girl only to have it be his sister’s best friend. If they were one floor higher, he’d already be slipping her panties down her legs with one hand, unzipping his jeans with the other.


    His commitment free lifestyle worked so well because he never got too personal with a woman. Sleeping with Eliza would get personal, whether she believed it would or not. He didn’t get to walk away from her, assuring himself they might never cross paths again. They would. Early and often. Especially if she decided she liked what he taught her and decided to become a regular at Serve.


    Oh God, he was actually thinking about this little arrangement as if it might happen.


    The very idea of being her instructor, rewarding her and punishing her according to his own rules, made him so hot he wasn’t sure he could turn down the opportunity. Regardless of the consequences. Already his hand flexed where it gripped her hip. He battled the urge not to drag her upstairs and start teaching her now, until Serve closed at four am. He’d have the pleasure of watching her discover what she liked. Then he’d make her fucking love it. He knew instinctively she’d be perfect. Eager. Exquisite.


    If he turned her down, an idea his body was vehemently rejecting, he also knew she’d find another way to learn. With Porter or another faceless man he suddenly wanted to roundhouse in the nuts. Yeah, he definitely disliked that idea. It surprised just how much.


    Oliver watched as her attention became fixated on his mouth, her tongue moistening those tempting lips, an action so unintentionally seductive it made him want to curse and shout a prayer to the big guy upstairs at the same time. She wanted to be kissed and damn, did he want to oblige her. Brown eyes met his, questioning, a little confused. Perhaps because he’d said no to her proposition, in so many words, and seconds later he was pinning her against a chair with his rock hard cock.


    Try not contradicting yourself, asshole.


    Instead, he found his lips tracing the side of her neck. “Eliza, believe me, I would love to take you home and tear you out of that dress. We both know it’s a bad idea.”


    She tilted her head, inviting him without words to lick, which he did. Tastes delicious. “Why do you make it sound so good, then?”


    The husky tone of her voice made Oliver groan, his arousal surging higher in his pants. He pushed her backward a little more, forcing her up onto the seat, knowing the position would open her thighs enough to get his hips between them. Sweet-fucking-Hallelujah, it did. Nothing could stop him from rocking into the notch between her legs. Her gasp sounded like the sweetest kind of music next to his ear, so he did it again, his teeth clenching at the soft heat he encountered.


    “What were you saying about a bad idea?”


    “I don’t remember.” He nipped at her shoulder. “Refresh my memory.”


    “I’d rather keep kissing.”


    He growled. “Works for me, babe.”


    This time, though, he wanted her mouth. He smoothed a thumb over her bottom lip, betraying his intention with his eyes. She whispered yes as he leaned in—


    “Oliver! Oliver?”


    Fuck. No. The Wedgie Queen had returned from the throne.


    The singsong voice she used to call his name told him she hadn’t found him yet, but was searching for him in the crowd. He grabbed hold of a dazed-looking Eliza’s hand and dragged her off the chair, pulling her through the crowd toward the back exit.


    “What are you doing?”


    “I don’t want to know anything else about Gwyneth Paltrow’s blog.”


    “God, me either. Walk faster.”


    Oliver’s laugh sounded a little sad to his own ears. “Shit. I really like you, bunny.”


    They passed the crowded bathrooms and pushed through the emergency exit, letting them out onto Jane Street, which was relatively quiet on a Sunday night. “Why did that sound like a bad thing?” she asked, only slightly out of breath.


    “Because I want to do this.” Oliver pushed her up against the side of the brick building and brought his mouth down on top of hers. She didn’t hesitate or show an ounce of surprise, but curled her fingers around his collar and let him ravish her mouth, moaning in a way that made him wild. “And this.” He slipped a hand up the back of her dress and kneaded her bottom, giving it a firm slap when she bit and tugged his bottom lip. “And this.” He levered her off the ground with his hips, thrusting once, just so she could feel him. What she did to him.


    Her breath escaped on a sob. “You can like me and still do those things, can’t you?”


    “Fuck yes.” He licked into her mouth for a hot kiss. “It’s what comes after that worries me.”


    “We know we won’t get attached,” she murmured. “It’ll stay between us.”


    Oliver tried to reel himself back before he shoved her panties aside and nailed her against the side of the building. He commanded himself to think. Reason. Not an easy feat when most of his blood had rushed south and taken half his brain cells with it. She was his sister’s friend. A good girl. The kind of girl you brought home for Thanksgiving and who kept a toothbrush at your place. Usually those thoughts alone would be enough to send him diving into the nearest cab, holding up a cross and garlic cloves. Usually. But he couldn’t find the willpower to detach himself from her.


    His partially opened mouth traced down over her neck and cleavage, turned on even more by the way her breasts rose and fell in shudders. For him. He brought his mouth to her right breast that, thanks to her arched position, threatened to spill from her dress. Her nipple pressed against the material, a hard little point he wanted in his mouth so bad, he groaned in frustration.


    Might as well show her what she’s in for if I agree. If. Oliver bared his teeth and bit her nipple through the material, watching her reaction. If he lived to be two hundred, he hoped he never forgot it, how she sounded, how she felt. Her legs tightened around his waist like a vise, and she yanked his head closer, gasping his name like a prayer. All in the space of three seconds. Oliver very nearly came in his jeans, which would have been a highly embarrassing first.


    With unrivaled reluctance, he kissed back up her chest and neck to speak near her ear. “Let’s discuss terms.”


    “Okay.”


    She answered so quickly, he had to chuckle. “Eager girl.”


    For some reason, those words seemed to draw her out of the moment, just a little. He started to tell her there was nothing wrong with eager. He loved her eager. But she beat him to the punch. “Three lessons, Oliver. Three. Any more than that and things will get—”


    “Messy,” he finished for her, as if it were his idea.


    She grinned. “I’m a very tidy person. You won’t even know I was there.”


    “Are we still talking about the same thing?”


    She blinked at him. “I’m going to house sit for you. Right?”


    He tickled her ribs, making her squeal. “No jokes when we’re discussing terms.”


    “Aw, you used to be fun.”


    “I’m the most fun you’ve ever had.”


    She wiggled her hips. “Tell me about it. Your fun is holding me two feet off the ground.”


    Oliver swallowed a curse. One more tweak of her hips and he’d do it. He’d fuck her right here in public, in plain view of anyone who happened to walk past. “Eliza…” he warned her.


    Her smile slipped a little. “You heard me, playboy. Three lessons. No mess.” She shook her head. “I won’t let it mean anything. You’re going to teach me how to rock Porter’s world. That’s where it ends.”


    “Right.” Why the hell did that finally clear the fog of lust? With a stiff nod, he stepped back and let her slip to the ground. For the first time in his life, he straightened a woman’s clothing, not liking the amount of thigh she had exposed. How much sense did that make when a moment ago, he was getting ready to ring her bell on a public street? “Come over tomorrow after work. I’ll cook.”


    Eliza did a double-take. “You’ll huh?”


    “I’m useful for more than one thing, smart ass.” He whirled her toward the street. “Let’s get you a cab.”


    “Wait. I have to go make an excuse to Porter.”


    “I’ll take care of Porter.”


    She glanced at him over her shoulder. “That sounds ominous.”


    Oliver didn’t answer. He had to get her out of his sight soon, or he’d do something he regretted, like follow her into the cab and rattle off his own address. No, whatever shred of honor he had left needed to give her one full day to back out of the deal. She’d had a few drinks and the very least he could do is not take advantage. That would apparently start tomorrow.


    Thankfully, a wave of cabs came down the block then, and he hailed the first one. “Text me when you get home.”


    She rolled her eyes and ducked into the back seat. “See you tomorrow. I won’t back out, you know.”


    A minute later, when Oliver realized he’d been staring after the long-gone cab, he shook himself and went back inside. His bed suddenly sounded incredibly appealing, but he’d told Eliza he would handle Porter first. Keeping an eye out for Wendy so he could avoid her, he skirted around the edge of the lounge toward the bar, where he immediately caught sight of the man. As if sensing Oliver, he looked up, then glanced behind him, obviously scanning for Eliza. Oliver tried to douse his irritation, but it wouldn’t go away. So when he finally reached Porter, fully intending to tell him Eliza had a family emergency, he said something else entirely.


    “Stay away from her.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    I kissed an Oliver, and I liked it.


    Eliza kept the serene expression glued to her face as she listened to her boss wrap up their Monday morning board meeting. She hadn’t heard a damn word of it. Since waking up this morning, she’d been focused on her internal countdown ticker. Seven hours and thirty-three minutes to go until she actually commuted to her best friend’s womanizing brother’s house with the intention of getting busy. Just two consenting adults getting it on, passing on some good old BDSM know-how, nothing to see here. Moving right along.


    Is it too early in the day for tequila?


    She wouldn’t back out. She wouldn’t. Not after her confident parting shot last night. The plan was solid, she just had to remember that. When it came to men, she lacked any knowledge of what they liked. Hell, she didn’t know what she liked. No better person to find out with than resident sexpert Oliver. In a few short months, he probably wouldn’t even remember that their three little lessons had taken place. She’ll have faded into the whirlpool of women he swam in on a daily basis, and happily moved on. To Porter, or someone else.


    If she enjoyed the sweet loving heck out of those lessons, well, could anyone blame her? As if she’d voiced the question aloud, Eliza glanced around at her female co-workers seated around the table. No one has anything to say? Huh? I didn’t think so.


    Most women her age had indulged their libidos at will. Throw in the fast-paced, chock-full-of-men city they lived in, and you could raise that percentage by double-digits. She’d had sex twice. Bad sex. In fact, bad was an under exaggeration. Her first time had been in the back of a Honda Accord, and the guy hadn’t even lasted through the end of, “Let’s Get it Started,” by the Black Eyed Peas. Ironic? Oh, yeah. The second time, she’d been on vacation visiting her mother in Maine for Christmas. She’d bumped into her old high school crush who now managed a Staples. They’d gone back to his apartment and had sex on his twin bed while she stared up at the Penthouse centerfold he’d taped to his ceiling.


    She’d earned Oliver Preston, dammit. Just once, she’d like to know what all the fuss was about. Not just sex-wise, but Oliver-wise. What left all those women starry-eyed and clinging to his arm like a life preserver at the parties they’d attended together? Last night when he’d turned that smoldering interest on her, she’d seen her chance to find out. An introduction into what her body needed, what it craved. She’d find out if the fantasies she’d been having for years about being dominated had any merit, or if they were just her confused brain guessing what she wanted. But Eliza didn’t think so. The idea of being restrained, left to a man’s mercy…


    Eliza shifted in her seat, managing an interested expression for her CEO, Regina, who was now detailing their plans for redesigning a hotel lobby in Soho. The project didn’t concern Eliza, since she worked on residential accounts exclusively, but she needed to keep an ear tuned to the presentation in case the topic changed. Not easy, when in addition to her nerves performing triple axels in her stomach, she also had an oversized case of best friend guilt. If Caroline knew her plans for the evening, she would shit monkeys. It had always gone unspoken between them that Oliver was off limits. Player or not, Caroline had always been protective of him, even though she was the younger sibling. Furthermore, they’d both eye-rolled their way through most of his girlfriends and his inability to keep one around, so Eliza’s plan would probably shock the hell out of Caroline.


    Honestly, Eliza was a little shocked at herself. She’d always done things by the book. Followed social codes. Last night, with Oliver’s mouth on her neck and his erection pressing between her legs, her best friend had been the furthest thing from her mind. But after watching Caroline exist in a state of sexual bliss for the last month, she was ready for her own experience. Not that she was jealous, per se…


    Okay, she was jealous. She wanted to walk to work glowing, memories of the previous night fresh in her head, her thighs sore from holding on tight.


    Eliza fanned herself and tried to think of something else. Something safer. She allowed Porter’s image to materialize in her head, but it was quickly replaced by Oliver. A frown marred her forehead. Oliver would only be temporary, she had to remember that. She would design a bedroom around zebra print before falling into his stunned pile of sexually electrified women. Surely her nerves over the upcoming evening were the only reason his smiling face kept overshadowing Porter.


    “All right, I’ve finished boring you all into a coma. Everyone is excused. And while you’re designing today, remember ‘form and function,’” Regina said, clapping her hands once. “Eliza, please remain behind. I need to speak with you.”


    She tried not to let the horror show in her face when every head turned in her direction before exiting the room. Had she been too obvious in her daydreaming?


    The door closed behind the final person, and Regina smiled. “Goodness, Eliza. When have you ever been in trouble?” When Eliza just looked at her blankly, Regina sighed. “You’re looking at me as if I’m a grade school principal.”


    Eliza relaxed. “You’re far too well dressed for that.”


    “Flattery will get you everywhere, my dear.”


    They shared a laugh. As always, Eliza was thankful her boss didn’t rule the office with fear, instead treating every employee with respect and limiting her criticism. Morale at Rothman and Cower always remained high, and Eliza considered herself lucky she’d been hired by such a unique firm.


    Regina settled into the seat beside her. “I want to preface this news by saying your work has always been excellent, but lately, you’ve really been putting us all to shame. So, knock it off.” She tried for a stern expression, but couldn’t contain her smile. “Kidding, kidding. As you know, the partners are attending a gala Saturday night. God knows which cause this time. Endangered owls or something? Anyway, it has come to my attention that Conrad Sterns will be in attendance. He has just purchased a thirty-room home in the Hamptons and needs a designer.”


    Eliza sat up straighter in her seat. The name Conrad Sterns didn’t ring a bell, but if he’d just purchased such expensive real estate, he had to be important. Surely they weren’t considering her? She’d never done a job of that magnitude. “Only thirty rooms?” Eliza squeaked out.


    Her boss giggle-snorted. “He’s young, Eliza. Just like you, he’s very cutting edge. We think you’d be the perfect candidate to approach him at the gala. You speak his language.”


    She blew out a breath, excitement bubbling in her chest. “I don’t know what to say, except…let me at him.”


    Regina held up her hand for a high five, which Eliza smacked soundly. “That’s what I like to hear.” She grew serious. “I don’t have to tell you that landing a job like this one would make you a shoo-in for junior partner, do I?”


    Eliza gulped. “I think you just did.”


    …


    “Good morning, Mr. Preston,” a voice purred behind Oliver in the elevator.


    He locked eyes with a pretty brunette in the steel doors and flashed her a winning smile. Had they met before? If so, he didn’t recall. His thoughts were interrupted when the elevator doors rolled open and another woman boarded, her heavily-applied perfume making his eyes tear.


    “Mr. Preston,” the newcomer husked. “How was your weekend?”


    He started to answer, but felt the brunette behind him sidle closer. “I could have made it better,” she whispered in his ear. “Much better.”


    Christ, it was an ambush. Were they in cahoots?


    The bell dinged above him, signaling they had reached the floor for Preston’s ReVAMPed. He barely resisted a shout of hallelujah as he lunged from the elevator. Still, being rude wasn’t his thing. Before the doors could roll closed, Oliver turned. “You girls behave today,” he murmured, adding a wink for good measure.


    The doors closed on a round of sighs.


    Minutes later, he avoided his sister’s gaze as she took her seat across from him at the conference table, focusing instead on making last minute notes before the meeting. Eliza hadn’t called to back out of their arrangement yet, and strangely, he’d woken up this morning hoping like hell she wouldn’t. It might have had something to do with the epically painful wood he’d woken with, fresh from an erotic dream starring guess who. However, the sexy blonde who’d kept him awake most of last night wasn’t required to sit across from Caroline, taking a guilt bath this morning. He had the pleasure of doing it for the both of them, didn’t he?


    Christ, she was going to be worth it.


    “Should we start?” Caroline asked, grinning from ear to ear. Come to think of it, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her without a smile. She’d always been a positive person, but lately she was Suzy-fucking-Sunshine. Not that he minded. He loved seeing his sister happy. It just gave him the uncomfortable feeling his own life was sorely lacking. “Lots on the agenda today.”


    “Ready in this corner,” Asher Laurie answered, to his right. His alternative lifestyle publication had merged with their finance side, creating their BDSM/money matters hybrid, Preston’s ReVAMPed. Asher worked as editorial director for the ReVAMPed side of the magazine, while Caroline continued to focus mostly on the finance end. They had clear-cut, defined roles whereas Oliver tended to dabble on both sides. He also brought in money, advertising, stirred up interest. The staff referred to him as their mascot, which made everyone laugh, but lately had been getting under his skin.


    “Great.” Caroline flipped open the folder in front of her. “Let’s start with the VAMP side. Asher, I read the article you submitted Friday. What was the title?” Caroline shifted through some paperwork. “‘Are you taking part in BDSM and don’t even know it?’” She leaned back in her chair. “I think we should run it as the cover story. It has the exact tone we’re looking for to attract the new readership. It’s fun and accessible. Oliver, what do you think?”


    He nodded. “I read it, too, and was going to make the same suggestion. For someone who might be intimidated by the idea, it’s an invitation to pick up the magazine. I say we run with it.”


    His sister smiled. “Great. We’ll need an eye-catching graphic to go along with it. Asher, can you handle that end? We’ll need it by Wednesday.”


    Asher made a note. “On it.”


    Caroline hummed in her throat. “If we’re going to cater to beginners with the cover story, we need something inside for established readers to keep a balance.” She split a look between Oliver and Asher. “Any suggestions?”


    Asher consulted his notes. “One of the new writers was working on an article about switching places. Dominants becoming submissives, whether for a short period of time or permanently. I can check on the status.”


    “Yes. Find out and get back to me.” Caroline tapped her pen against her lips. “It might be interesting to run a poll on the website and include it with the article. ‘Do you and your partner exchange power?’ Something along those lines.”


    “I’ll make a quick call and have it up by this morning,” Oliver said.


    They talked for a while longer about articles in various stages of research. Oliver discussed possible ways to attract new advertisers selling cutting edge products that would interest the gadget savvy businessman. Yes, they were focused on finance and sex, but it didn’t mean they should overlook technology. Caroline and Asher agreed to incorporate that aspect into future features.


    When the meeting began wrapping up, Caroline leaned forward on her elbows. “Is there anything else before we end the meeting?”


    “There is one thing.” Oliver shifted in his seat. “This is a side project I’ve been working on. It concerns all of us, and I wanted to get your opinions.”


    Asher ran a hand over his graying hair. “The last time you had a side project, Preston’s new tagline became Bonds and Bondage.”


    Knowing Asher’s comment was meant to be good-natured, Oliver laughed it off.


    Caroline crossed her arms. “I still think that tagline is brilliant.”


    His sister’s unwavering confidence in him usually made him feel ten feet tall. Today, with plans to debauch her best friend come the evening, he felt like a class-A jackass. With an effort, he pushed aside the guilt. He had something important that needed discussing and now was the moment. “I’ve been working on setting up a memorial fund in mom’s name.” When Caroline fell back in her chair, obviously surprised, he tugged on his collar and pushed on. “She never went to college and always regretted it. There are so many women who don’t have the opportunity, either. Why not send them in mom’s name?”


    When Caroline spoke, her eyes were noticeably damp. “I think it’s an amazing idea, Oliver.”


    “I’m all for keeping the magazine respectable, community-oriented. This is a great way to accomplish that.” Asher uncapped his pen and turned to a fresh sheet of notebook paper. “Have you worked out the financial end?”


    “Down to the last penny.” Oliver removed two proposals from his briefcase and slid them into the center of the conference table where Caroline and Asher each grabbed one. “I thought we should keep it local, since mom grew up here. I’ve already spoken with a handful of universities in the area who have had to reduce scholarships due to lack of federal funding. I’m going through those rejected applications as we speak.”


    “This is clean.” Asher nodded at the proposal. “And it won’t put a strain on our budget. Nice work.”


    “Have you told our father?” Caroline looked up at him. “He should know about this. It’s such a great—”


    “Actually,” Oliver interrupted. “I’d like to wait until I have an applicant and the paperwork is ready to finalize. I just want it to be solid.” When a hint of sympathy crept into his sister’s expression, he stood and started to gather his things. He and his father had made some progress since his merger idea had saved the magazine, but he didn’t want his idea rejected before it had the chance to succeed. He smiled at Caroline to let her know all was well, but didn’t invite her to try and convince him otherwise. “I’ll keep you updated.”


    Without waiting for a response, he left the conference room.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Eliza stood outside Oliver’s apartment door, tapping the bottle of ouzo against her thigh. He’d already buzzed her into the building, so she didn’t have long before he opened the door and found her standing there like a nit wit. She let her head fall back on her shoulders, sucking a calming breath through her nose. The scent of marinara sauce coming from inside the apartment had her muscles relaxing. Dinner she could handle. Hopefully by the time they finished, she would have stopped feeling like her muscles might strain from nerves. In a final attempt to shake them off, she danced in two quick circles, then raised her hand to knock.


    “I’m watching you through the peephole, bunny.”


    She threw an exasperated look toward the ceiling. “Open the door before I drain this bottle of ouzo in shame.”


    “We can’t have that.” The door swung open to reveal a barefoot Oliver, wearing jeans and a worn-in gray T-shirt. A dish towel was tossed carelessly over one shoulder, matching the finger-tousled hair on top of his head. Forget the marinara sauce. He looked like a meal. With a breath-stealing smile, he leaned against the doorjamb and looked at her thoughtfully.


    “What?” Eliza squashed the urge to fidget.


    “I’m trying to decide how to greet you. Normally it would be a hug and a kiss on the cheek, but that was before. And this is now.”


    She licked suddenly dry lips. “How do you want to greet me?”


    “Can’t tell you, babe, or I’ll have to do it.”


    “Well. You certainly set a tone,” she said, proud that her voice didn’t wobble. Her knees were another story. “Why don’t you start by letting me into the apartment?”


    He turned sideways and nudged open the door a fraction more, barely giving her enough room to pass. She gave him an exasperated look and went to squeeze past him. Oh God, the second her curves dragged across all that muscle, she felt an electrical current shoot through her body.


    Oliver brought his fingers to her chin, bringing her head up. Their bodies were flush, pressed together from chest to thigh. She could feel his arousal against her stomach and although she wanted to writhe against it, she knew she needed to get her bearings first.


    “Hi,” he said softly.


    “Hi.” She held the bottle up. “I brought ouzo.”


    “Why? Were they out of wine?”


    “No. It’s a tradition in my family to begin every new business venture with a shot of this stuff.” Don’t look at his lips. Don’t look. “It’s supposed to be good luck. Although, my grandparents are dead broke, so maybe we should drink wine instead.”


    His shook his head, trailing his fingers down the sensitive skin of her arm to take the bottle. “I like this better.”


    Eliza’s brain threatened to short-circuit. “Me too.”


    “Eliza?”


    “Hmm.”


    “You’re standing on my foot.”


    “Oh! Sorry.” She shot past him into the apartment, grateful he stood behind her and couldn’t see her red face. At least he was chuckling and not asking to take a rain check that would never come. The women who normally graced these four walls probably had a repertoire of moves. All she had was a dopey expression that said…you want zee sex, yes?


    She became momentarily distracted by his apartment. Or, loft, rather, since no walls separated any of the rooms. Kitchen, dining room, living room and bedroom all flowed into one gigantic open plan. Above her, thick, wooden rafters moved along the expanse of the apartment. Windows lined the beautifully ornate brick wall opposite her, overlooking the East River. She could even see a hint of the lit-up Brooklyn Bridge in the distance. With her designer’s eye, she could see he’d taken care to make it homey and welcoming, without sacrificing style.


    She’d expected leather and dude colors, as she referred to them in her head. Black, blue, gray. Instead, he’d positioned plush white couches facing the window, a low-hanging industrial light in perfect contrast to the traditional furniture. Bright red and gold area rugs. The walls were mostly bare, except for the odd family photo and shelves containing a scattering of hardback books.


    With a gulp, she let her gaze move further down the apartment to land on the enormous four-poster bed tucked into the corner. Would they have sex in that bed? To her, you couldn’t get more personal than someone’s bed. It’s where they slept. Where they dreamed. They had already agreed this wouldn’t get personal. Perhaps he preferred the couch? Or a table. Her face heated once more at the thought.


    Eliza turned to find Oliver watching her, leaning against the wooden island in his kitchen. His eyes appeared dark and thoughtful, before he brightened. “So, do I pass muster with New York City’s new hotshot designer?”


    She scoffed. “I’m hardly that. But yes, this place is phenomenal.” A gasp escaped her throat when she saw the fireplace. She went toward it, running a reverent hand over the ancient, oak mantle. “Oh, pretty baby. You need some TLC, don’t you?”


    “Are you talking to me or the fire place?” Eliza jumped when Oliver’s gruff voice invaded her ear, lips brushing against the lobe. Slowly, he turned her. “It better be me. The fireplace didn’t just spend an hour making sauce.”


    This time, she couldn’t help it. Her gaze dropped to his sculpted mouth. She’d never noticed before how his upper lip flared at the top, almost stubbornly. Like it had been permanently molded that way from so much kissing. “Have you decided how you want to greet me yet?”


    “Yeah.” A dimple appeared on his right cheek, eyebrows waggling. “Wanna make out?”


    A laugh bubbled from her throat. “Really? That’s all I get from the famous Oliver Preston?” She gave a half-hearted shove against his muscled chest. “Do you think because we’ve known each other so long, you don’t have to try?”


    He gave a dramatic groan. “Aw, bunny. Don’t make me try.”


    Suspecting he just wanted to put her at ease, she couldn’t erase the stupid grin from her face. Funny enough, it had actually worked. “What about the sauce?”


    His eyes darkened. “I’d rather make a fucking meal out of you, Eliza.”


    Okay, so not at ease anymore. Not at all. Slow, rippling heat invaded her belly, moving lower until her thighs squeezed of their own accord to alleviate the ache. “That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?”


    “Yes, it is.”


    His quick, precise answer sounded almost angry. A nervous tingle moving up the back of her neck as she searched his expression. “I-is that still what you want?”


    He looked surprised by her question. With a sigh, he lowered his forehead to hers. “Of course, I do, babe. I’m just trying to do this right. Anything right.” His hand found hers, twining their fingers together. “Come on. We’re going to talk about this first, even if I’d like to pet you between your legs to apologize for that mean little ache I gave you.”


    She sucked in a breath, but didn’t have a chance to respond before he tugged her toward the kitchen, cursing under his breath as they went. His words echoed in her fevered brain, making the situation below her waist infinitely worse, as did the rippling of his shoulders beneath the material of his shirt. He picked her up to settle her onto a stool at the kitchen island, taking a moment to squeeze her tightly around the waist before walking away. When he rounded the island to pull two shot glasses from the cabinet, Eliza took the hint and uncapped the bottle of ouzo.


    Before he returned to her, he scooped noodles and pasta sauce into a bowl, carrying it back along with shot glasses and a fork. He had a crease between his eyebrows that hadn’t been there before. He twirled a bite of pasta around the fork and held to her lips. “Open.”


    As if her jaw were on a string, it dropped and a bite of pasta landed on her tongue. Oliver sat back on his stool and watched her mouth chew.


    “How is it?” he asked hoarsely.


    “Wonderful.” Oh God, how could she function under the weight of that sensual stare? “Aren’t you going to have any?”


    He merely shook his head. “Eliza, when you enter into these kinds of relationships, such as the one you want with…him…” he trailed off. Looking suddenly restless, he poured ouzo into the shot glasses. “You have to discuss terms up front. Outline your limits. Pick a safe word. Tell someone, even if it’s me, where you’re going to be in case something happens. Before we go any further, I want you to promise me that. It’s the most important lesson I can teach you.”


    Eliza nodded. She’d already understood the importance of taking those measures, but Oliver’s tone begged her to agree without equivocation. “I understand.” His hard expression still didn’t budge, so she ran her thumb over the valley between his eyebrows. “Terms, limits, safe word, phone buddy. I promise, playboy.”


    Instead of responding, he wound pasta around the fork and fed it to her again. Oh boy, she could seriously get used to this. No! No, she couldn’t get used to anything Oliver-related. Is that why he was frowning? Was he worried she’d get too attached? Schooling her features, she handed him one of the shot glasses and picked up her own.


    “I’ve got one more condition,” Oliver said slowly, as if he didn’t understand the words coming out of his own mouth. “You’re mine until all three lessons are over. No one else’s. Agree to it.”


    “There won’t be anyone else.” She’d said it too quickly, but she’d been surprised. Surprised by him wanting that with her. Surprised how much she loved the idea. “To no messes,” she murmured, hoping to make up for her eagerness.


    Oddly, her assurance didn’t make him look any less troubled. Finally, his signature smile moved back into place, and he clinked their glasses together. “No messes.”


    …


    One second she was looking at him like her savior, the next a hopeless player. Why did he like the former so much better? He’d never minded being written off as the irredeemable ladies’ man before. In fact, he’d enjoyed it. It had damn well saved him and his conquest some time. For some reason, hearing it from Eliza didn’t inspire relief as it usually did. It should, though. Hell, if he set aside the fact that the stunning blonde happened to be his sister’s best friend, this was his ideal situation. He would finally get the chance to act out the fantasies he’d had about Eliza over the years, secure in the fact that she wouldn’t try and nail down an engagement as soon as he let his guard down.


    Feeding the girl who had always been off limits to him, watching her unpainted lips close around food he’d prepared…it got him off way too much. For a split second, he thought he might be content just to do this all night. Talk to her. Listen to her sighing breathily over the taste, watch her eyes close as she chewed, tipping her head back to expose the smooth skin of her neck. Never mind. No way would he be happy until he’d gotten another taste of what she’d started to give him last night. Every look she sent him from beneath those eyelashes felt like a squeeze of his cock.


    I’m going to make her mine. After a beat, his inner voice piped up with, for now, buddy. For now.


    Right. Of course, this would be temporary. By the end of their three meetings, he would be relieved of this inconvenient yen he had for her. He’d teach her everything she needed to know to be safe, to know what gave her pleasure, all the while catering to the instinct inside him that commanded him to rule a woman’s body. He’d been surprised to learn he had the need inside him. He loved women. Why would he want to hurt them? Withhold orgasm until they screamed and begged? Then he’d realized, it’s because he loved women that he felt the urge to do those things. He made the end result worth every ounce of frustration it took to get there. If somewhere along the line, it had stopped being worth it for Oliver…that was on him. Would it feel different with Eliza?


    He realized he’d been contemplating for too long when she started to look nervous under his close scrutiny. Jesus, how long had he been staring at her? He set down the fork he’d been feeding her with and poured another shot of ouzo, holding it to her lips.


    “Drink.”


    She did as he asked, watching silently as he took another shot himself. “Does the second shot reverse the deal? I can’t remember.”


    “Should we take a third shot to reverse it back?”


    “Don’t ask, just pour.”


    Shit. She was fun. They threw back the shot and slammed their glasses down at the same time, the loud noise echoing through his kitchen. Her full lips tilted into a smile, still damp from the alcohol. The light hit her wet mouth, beckoning him closer, and his blood sped up in his veins. Oh Christ, what he wanted to do with that mouth. The sexual urgency he’d been missing lately had decided to make up for lost time, demanding he drag her off the stool and push her onto her knees. The image alone of Eliza staring up at him obediently as she sucked him between her lips was enough to make him groan. He watched as her mouth parted on a gasp, igniting the quick rise and fall of her breasts. A pink flush crept up her throat and ended at her cheeks, a sign of innocence that only made him harder.


    “Oliver, can you start teaching me now?”


    Her husky question nearly killed him. Could he start tonight? He felt a little too desperate, a little too heavy under the weight of his suddenly robust craving to fuck. Hard. Of course it would have to be Eliza who finally brought it back for him. The girl who needed patience and caution. If he came on too strong, turned her off to what was possible, how was he any better than Porter? The motherfucker.


    “We need to get comfortable with each other first,” Oliver managed, barely hearing himself over the pounding in his temples. He stepped forward, stifling a groan when her knees opened to brush the outsides of his hips. So easy. It would be so easy just to take her on this stool. He knew when a woman wanted to be filled up by him. Could almost feel the throb between her thighs, one he’d created. She would let him rip off her panties and plant himself deep, she’d love it. He’d love it.


    But if he took her simply because he wanted to, it would blur everything between them. She’d come to him for a reason, and it wasn’t for a quick, dirty romp. No matter how satisfying. No, she’d trusted him to teach her, give her the knowledge she would need to be safe. He wanted her safe.


    “Comfortable?” She whispered the word against his mouth.


    Oliver breathed deeply, immediately wishing he hadn’t when her white roses scent kicked him in the gut. “Yes.” He leaned in and ran his open mouth along her jawline. “You should always know the person you’re with. You can’t have trust otherwise.”


    “But I already trust you,” she protested on a whimper, tipping her head to the side. “We’ve known each other forever.”


    “No.” He dragged his teeth up the side of her neck, growling when she trembled. “You know me as Oliver, your friend’s brother. The guy who gave you platonic hugs and wished you luck on your exams. The guy who asked you about your college classes or whether or not you liked your professors.” With one hand, he wrapped her hair in his fist and tilted her head so he could speak very precisely beside her ear. “I’ve got news for you, Eliza. I didn’t give a fuck about your classes or your professors. I wanted to get you alone and screw your little college coed body silly.”


    She moaned loudly and scooted closer to him on the stool, stopping just short of his groin. “I—you did? I didn’t know…”


    He forced her to look him in the eye. “There’s your first lesson. You never really know anybody. So be careful who you trust. Say it, Eliza.”


    “Be careful who I trust.”


    “Not just with your body. With all of you.” He took a hungry pull from her mouth, the perfect taste of her making his thoughts go fuzzy. Struggling to get them back he said, “There’s more than sex at stake here. You’re abandoning your will…but you can always take it back. Remember that.”


    She moved ever-so-slightly closer, and the heat between her legs finally reached him, cradling his pulsing erection. They groaned into each other’s mouths. He caught her legs halfway on their ascent to his waist and jerked them high, tight. Out of control. This was getting out of control. Slow. Down.


    Oliver picked her up off the stool and strode toward the living room. Halfway there, her mouth had already tempted him half out of his mind, so he slowed to a stop at the edge of his couch and took what she’d offered, twining their tongues together mercilessly, not satisfied enough to stop until she was clawing at his back. Trying her best to climb higher on his body. He took one more step and brought her ass up against the back of his couch, rubbing his ready cock against her. No way of stopping himself. Eliza’s mouth broke from his on a sob. Her eyes were heavy with lust. Gone. So gone. He needed her. Just like this. How could he pass this up?


    His brain raged at him to reign in his need, take things one step at a time, but his hands weren’t listening. They dragged her skirt higher, higher until it was bunched around her waist. White panties…wet at the center…fuck. Rife with anticipation, he reached between their bodies and cupped her pussy.


    “Oliver,” she gasped. “Oh my God.”


    A tide rose inside him. He didn’t recognize the feeling that was suddenly choking off his oxygen, but his confusion didn’t decrease its potency. Something about the way she felt in his hand, looked at him with absolute trust. He didn’t feel like himself, but at the same time, he’d never felt more at home in his skin. In the midst of it all, a storm raged. One he didn’t see coming until the clouds had darkened ominously, directly overhead. Eliza writhed against his hand, a sight he demanded his overwhelmed conscious commit to memory. Watching her reaction closely, he pressed a firm thumb to her clit.


    “Yes, there. There.”


    Such an easy action and she acted like her world would implode if he stopped. Oliver tried to laugh, but it only sounded like pain escaping. She had no idea what he was going to do to her. What he’d make her feel…


    Only, it wasn’t just him. He would merely be getting her ready for another man. If not Porter, someone else. A denial broke from his lips. The storm clouds exploded, raining scalding hot drops over him, burning his skin. He’d lost his ability to filter his words, and they fell from his lips now as they moved over her cleavage feverishly. “He didn’t deserve this. I told him to stay the fuck away from you, babe. He didn’t deserve you. No one does.”


    It took him a moment to register that she’d gone still against him. Why wasn’t she begging anymore? Her hands were no longer busy in his hair. She’d just shut down. No, please. No way he would survive if she asked him to stop this. His cock strained against the fly of his pants, seeking her heat, but she let her legs drop from around his waist. Feeling his first frisson of panic, Oliver searched her eyes and found them free of the desire he’d seen banked there. Heat had been replaced with shock, anger.


    “What did you do, Oliver?” She yanked her skirt back down when she saw his obviously starved gaze tracking over her toned thighs. Gorgeous. So gorgeous. “Answer me.”


    “What did I—” His memory caught up with the situation. “Ah.”


    She looked ready to slap him upside the head. “Ah?”


    He breathed through his nose, trying to regain some sense of control, but it was hard to do when she still stood so close, smelling and looking like heaven. “You don’t know Porter, Eliza. You don’t know what he’s into…what he’d ask you to do.”


    “And you know him?” She didn’t want for his answer, but pushed on, affront evident in every line of her body. “No. You don’t. And we had talked about it, actually.”


    “Really.” Now he was getting pissed, too. Why were they standing there talking about another man when moments ago she’d been moaning his name? “You discussed hard limits? A safe word?” When her gaze darted away for a split second, he had his answer and it infuriated him. “I didn’t think so.”


    “We were getting there,” she grated.


    “Bullshit. When I showed up, you were getting ready to go upstairs.”


    Before the harsh words had even left his mouth, she’d sailed past him toward the kitchen, snatching her purse off the kitchen island. “You had no right to interfere, Oliver. I make decisions for myself. Me.” She turned back to face him. When he saw her chin tremble, he wanted to crumple. “I liked him, Oliver. Dammit.”


    As she stormed out of the apartment, he made no move to stop her. Couldn’t. His feet felt glued to the ground, his entire body once again loaded down by the ten tons of cement on his shoulders.


    It didn’t even occur to him that he’d just struck out for the first time in his life.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Eliza plopped into her desk chair and pulled up her email. As soon as she saw the horrifying number of unread messages, she whimpered and let her forehead hit the desk. Sleep last night had been elusive, like the golden ring you try to grab from the carousel, shiny and unattainable for someone with short arms. What? She wasn’t even making sense today. And it was only ten o’clock in the morning. The scene with Oliver had replayed in her head so many times she could probably perform both of their parts in a stage play.


    Was she angry? Hell yeah. He had just gotten finished lecturing her about the importance of speaking up, explaining what she wanted, sexually or otherwise. Laying down ground rules that were important to her. Then he’d gone and swiped the free will rug out from under her feet. She didn’t appreciate having decisions made on her behalf. It reminded her too much of what she’d witnessed growing up. Watching her mother repeatedly acquiesce to her father’s demands. Never speaking up for herself. She didn’t want to be that type of woman, ever. When she’d asked Oliver to help her learn about this world, she hadn’t expected him to be the one to damage that newfound confidence inside of her. She’d wanted…hoped he would expand it.


    She did like Porter, as she’d told Oliver, but that hadn’t been why she was bordering on tears as she left Oliver’s apartment. Not even close. Her body had been coming down off whatever precipice Oliver had put her on. It had been like downhill skiing with no poles, right into a brick wall. Her body had been aching, blood rushing in her ears, a voice in her head shouting at her to stop being so outraged and let him drive her higher once again. How she’d resisted that urge, she still couldn’t understand. Even now, she could close her eyes and feel his hand between her legs, his tongue licking up the side of her neck. Oh yeah. He was every bit as amazing as she’d always imaged. Times infinity. A few more minutes with him and she would have blasted off like the space shuttle.


    Honestly, she couldn’t have been any more obvious about her lack of experience if she’d tattooed: You want to put it…where? Across her forehead. He’d touched her between the legs, and she’d practically been speaking in tongues. That embarrassment, coupled with her hurt pride had caused tears to burn behind her eyes. At least she could console herself with the fact that they’d never fallen. She’d meant what she said about liking Porter, but she could admit to herself, and only to herself, she hadn’t thought of him from the time she’d entered the apartment to when Oliver brought him up. Telling her he’d told the man to fuck off. Unbelievable.


    Now she’d have to start at square one. Something existed inside her, curiosity that needed to be explored. She wouldn’t let this, albeit disappointing, setback keep her from learning more about herself.


    Starting tomorrow.


    On her desk, the intercom buzzed. “Yes?”


    “Delivery for you. Send them in?”


    “’kay.”


    She put her head back down, hoping the delivery guy would leave whatever box of fabric swatches or catalogues he’d brought by and scram. Communicating with the outside world didn’t appear to be in her wheelhouse today. She eyed the foot space under her desk. Could she curl up inside there and take a nap? Everyone might assume she was out for a meeting. As she pondered that idea, a young kid wearing a backwards baseball cap rounded the corner of her office. He had an object in his hands that was so heavy, he stumbled a little under the weight of it. It was covered in white butcher paper, though, so she couldn’t see beneath.


    “Where you want it?” He said, in a winded Brooklyn accent.


    “Depends what it is.” The kid made an impatient noise and set the delivery down on her desk. On top of everything. Then he held out his hand for a tip. Eliza sighed and reached into her pocket, drawing out a few singles. “You’re ballsy. I’ll give you that.”


    He winked in reply and was gone from her office seconds later. Eliza eyed the package warily for a beat, then ripped a strip off the front. Was that…a giant cookie? She tore off the remaining paper to reveal a giant heart-shaped cookie with the words “I’m A Douchebag” written across the front in pink frosting. A reluctant smile tried to break out along her face, but she squashed it.


    Her cell phone vibrated on her desk. She didn’t even need to glance at the screen to know who was calling. After the fourth ring, she picked it up. “Mr. Preston,” she said briskly. “What can I do for you? I’m busy.”


    “Busy eating a delicious cookie, I hope?”


    It did look delicious. And damn him, why did he have to sound so familiar and solid, that masculine voice traveling through the phone to harden her nipples. Before she’d kissed Oliver, let him touch her, there had been an attraction on her end. Now she didn’t stand a chance. Which is why she had to avoid him for a while. “They’ll love it in the mail room.”


    “You’d give it away? I stayed up all night baking that cookie for you.”


    “No, you didn’t.”


    “I know.” He sighed. “Does it count that I had to call five bakeries before I found someone who would write the word ‘douchebag’ in frosting?”


    “I would have called you a douchebag for free.”


    He groaned. “Direct hit, bunny.” In the background, she could hear him pacing his office. She could picture him there, Manhattan skyline behind him, suave and drop-dead sexy in his perfectly-tailored work suit. What a douchebag. “Eliza, I’m sorry. I fucked up. Making a decision like that for you was inexcusable.” He paused, completely oblivious that his rare moment of sincerity had sent Eliza’s eyebrows shooting toward her hairline. “I’m not going to pretend I like Porter for you, but it’s not up to me to decide. I still want to help you.” His voice deepened. “Please let me help you, babe.”


    “Um,” was all she could manage, her mouth gone dry. Her pulse had started tripping all over itself, her brightly lit office suddenly transformed into a possible pleasure den. Oh, the things she could do with that voice talking to her. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea anymore.”


    You don’t know? Before the cookie showed up, she’d been planning on avoiding him for the foreseeable future. One little apology and she’d lost her resolve. She opened her mouth to tell him thanks but no thanks, but he spoke before she could. “Look, if you agree to these lessons with me…at the end of them, I’ll call Porter myself and apologize. I’ll even arrange the date for you.”


    Again, he’d shocked her. Never mind that he sounded like the words were being strangled from his throat. “I…that’s a nice offer, Oliver. I guess. But I’m still not sure.”


    “Why don’t I tell you what I’d like to do with you this evening, then you decide?”


    Bad idea. “Th-that sounds fair.”


    He hummed in his throat, and Eliza’s breathing went shallow. “I want you to come to my gym after work. You won’t know me. And I won’t know you.” Eliza’s belly fluttered with anticipation she couldn’t deny. This didn’t even sound like the man she knew. It sounded like someone else entirely. Someone intense and commanding. “I’m not your friend’s brother. You’re not my sister’s friend. You’re just the woman I’m going to take one look at and want to fuck in several positions.” The sound of pacing in the background stopped. “Have I made it clear what I want from you, Eliza?”


    Her heartbeat pounded in her ears, blurring the room around her into a kaleidoscope. The flesh between her legs dampened, clenching to such an extreme degree, she had to press her hand there to ease the throb. This. This was what she’d been waiting for. What she’d been needing. She could no more say no than she could avoid eating some of that taunting cookie.


    “Yes, Oliver.”


    “Good girl.” Did she hear a note of relief? “No panties under your gym clothes, Eliza. If you wear them, I’ll strip you down in front of the entire gym and tear them off.”


    Oh. Mama. She made a sound of agreement then hung up before she humiliated herself by begging to meet him on their lunch break instead of after work. With a shrug, she leaned down and took a hands-free bite out of the cookie. Apparently she’d be working it off later.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Oliver had gotten to the gym early to work off some steam. His phone call this morning with Eliza had been eye opening and had resulted in a distinctly uncomfortable work day. Under most circumstances, working with family wasn’t easy. Having your sister breeze into your office after her best friend just gave you a hard on and it graduated to impossible.


    He’d been losing her attention. Even over the phone, he could feel her slipping away, more surely than when she’d slammed his apartment door last night. He wasn’t used to a girl giving him the cold shoulder nor did he like it. So he’d taken a risk. On one hand, he was fucking grateful it had paid off. He needed to shake this rapidly increasing need for Eliza, and he couldn’t do that if she refused to forgive him. Only based on the way she’d reacted to the steel in his voice, he was pretty sure what Eliza needed. One command from him and she’d practically been panting through the phone. This mission she was on didn’t stem from mild curiosity. No, she was drawn to it for a good reason. He intended to show her how amazing it could be. How amazing she could be.


    From now on, he would keep his head around her. These lessons were going to kill two birds with one stone. He would lower his attraction to Eliza from a ten-alarm fire to glowing embers. She would go into her next relationship with confidence and knowledge. Do not analyze why the image of her with another man makes you want to shatter the mirror on the gym wall with a dumbbell.


    Even worse, churning around inside of him was the dark need to ruin Eliza for anyone else. The exact opposite of their agreement. He didn’t know where the compulsion came from or what it meant. He only knew it was there and it was powerful. It also made him a special brand of bastard.


    He dropped the heavy dumbbell onto the mat between his feet and looked at himself in the mirror. Eliza didn’t like him…because she knew him. She wasn’t a girl at a party who he could buy a drink, say three words to, and take home the same night. They’d spent time together, she’d seen him with bad haircuts, heard him tell lame jokes. She called him playboy because that’s exactly what he’d proven himself to be. As a result, she wanted his expertise, but she didn’t want him.


    In the mirror, he saw Eliza walk into the massive workout room. His heart started knocking so loudly against his ribs, he could hear the boom boom boom in his ears. Did she have to look so good? In black yoga pants and a hot pink sports bra, she turned every head in the room. He’d told her not to wear panties, but apparently she’d decided a shirt wouldn’t be necessary either. They would be having a discussion about that. Yes, they would. As she smoothed her hair back into a pony tail, her gaze trailed over the busy room, before landing on him. It felt unnatural not to send her his customary wink, but he gave no sign of recognition. She followed suit, heading toward the cardio area and climbing aboard one of the treadmills.


    Oliver had already run his three miles for the day, but he definitely hadn’t worked off enough steam for this. Not enough to sit there and watch her breasts bounce with every footfall. To watch her thighs flex, her ass give that maddening little jiggle. Within seconds, he was restraining himself from dragging her off the machine and slapping that perfectly rounded ass until she screamed. She would deserve it too, because she knew what she was doing. He could tell by the sly smile playing around her lips. This was his scene, and she was trying to run it. Not going to happen.


    Thanks to the urgency of his workout, he’d soaked his T-shirt with sweat. Keeping his gaze locked on Eliza, he drew it over his head and let it drop to the floor, laughing when her steps faltered on the treadmill. Good. She might want another man, but she couldn’t completely hide her attraction to him. If that’s all he had going for him, he would damn well use it.


    Slowly and purposefully, he wove his way through the various machines and people exercising until he reached Eliza’s treadmill. She kept her eyes resolutely forward, but he knew she sensed him getting closer. He propped an elbow on the machine and waited for her to look at him.


    “You should really stretch before you run.”


    “Oh?” She looked down at him. “Are you a personal trainer here?”


    Any other time, he would have made a joke. But right now, he wasn’t Oliver. She needed to be reminded. “I’m your personal trainer.” Knowing people were within earshot and not wanting to embarrass her, he lowered his voice but kept it firm. “Get off and let me stretch you. Now.”


    He groaned under his breath when her nipples turned to hard points at the front of her sports bra. Such a swift reaction to his order. Anticipation gripped him at the thought of how quickly she’d respond to everything else he intended to do. She seemed to notice her visibly aroused state too, because she hit STOP on the treadmill and climbed off gracefully, crossing her arms over her chest.


    Oliver laid a possessive hand on the small of her back and led her toward the back of the gym, feeling a surge of satisfaction when the men who’d checked her out on the way in averted their eyes now. That’s right. Mine.


    When they reached the designated stretching area, he was glad to find it empty as usual. At this time of day, patrons consisted mostly of corporate guys who worked in the surrounding buildings, trading stocks. They stretched on the fly and got their workout completed fast, same way they did everything else. Today that worked to his advantage.


    He walked Eliza until they stood directly in front of the mirrored wall, him positioned behind her, taller by at least a foot. Her light golden skin was flushed, from her cheeks down to the tops of her breasts. The lips he’d kissed less than twenty-four hours ago were swollen and parted, as if they were anticipating him. She watched his reflection steadily, but he could see the excitement there. It heightened his own.


    “Hard limits,” he said, just beside her ear. “I’d like yours now.”


    She pressed her lips together then released a pent-up breath. But she didn’t look surprised. Good. He loved knowing she’d expected, trusted, him to ask. “I don’t want other people with us.”


    “Jesus. Me either, babe.”


    Looking relieved, she nodded. “I like the idea of you…punishing me. But I don’t know what it’s like so I want to go slow. Until I know.”


    “Nothing you can’t handle. You have my word.” He hooked an arm around her waist and drew her back, wanting her to feel his hard cock against her ass. “How do you feel about taking me here? Would it be the first time?”


    “Yes,” she breathed, head dropping forward. “I think…I’m good with it. It’s you. I trust you.” Her eyes sparkled with lust and humor as they met his once more in the mirror. “I don’t know why, though, since we just met.”


    It felt perfect, standing there holding her curves tightly against him. Hearing her say she trusted him. Watching her smile. Stop dwelling on how right it feels. You’re not for her. She’s not for you. She’s…for someone else. He watched in the mirror as his own slight grin faded. “Safe word.”


    He heard her swallow. “Cookie.”


    Holding himself back was going to be impossible when she was so fucking cute, but somehow, he’d have to do it. He had no choice. Trying his best to detach himself, he stepped back. “Palms flat on the floor.”


    Her shoulders jumped a little, presumably over his new tone. “What?”


    Oliver narrowed his eyes and waited. After considering his reflection for a few moments, she bent forward and did as she was told. He ground his teeth together as her ass rose in front of him like an offering, begging for his open hand, his belt, a crop. Later. She’s not ready yet. He positioned himself between her and the entrance, blocking her body just in case anyone decided to walk in. Then he hooked his fingers in the top of her tight, black pants and peeled them down over her ass.


    Blood rushed south to his dick, making it swell painfully. Beautiful. The tops of her thighs flared gently leaving a hot little gap between her legs. Like they’d been molded to fit his hand. The sight of her pussy had him dragging a hand over his open mouth. She looked as smooth and tempting as he remembered her feeling last night. And he’d only felt her through those innocent white panties. Next time there wouldn’t be a barrier. How many times had he dreamed of seeing her on display for him like this? Apart from her accelerated breathing, she showed no signs of being uncomfortable. He smoothed a palm over the smooth skin, running a finger lightly down the center. “Panties are a waste of my time, Eliza. Don’t wear them again. When it comes to fucking you, I don’t appreciate obstacles.” He traced the seam of her pussy with his knuckle, savoring her gasp. “Is that clear?”


    “Yes.”


    With a massive case of reluctance, he covered her ass. He almost laughed when she sighed in relief. They weren’t even close to finished. He wrapped her pony tail around his fist and drew her back up, meeting her glazed eyes in the mirror. Fuck yes, she loved this as much as he did. His little closeted submissive. “I told you no panties were allowed. Did I say anything about no shirt?” With his free hand, he tugged her sports bra up and over her breasts, revealing the sweetest pair of tits he’d ever seen. Firm handfuls, the color of peaches. Goddamn. What would they taste like? He almost lost it, forgetting what he’d been saying, but he forced himself back to the present. “I’m the only one who sees them,” he growled, meaning every word. “You keep them covered. For my eyes only. Understood?”


    She tried to nod, but his grip on her hair was too tight. “Your eyes only.”


    “Good.” He released her. “Get on your back. We’re not done stretching.”


    This time, she only hesitated for a beat before doing as she was told. Better, but eventually he wanted her obeying without question. Dying to obey. She looked up at him from her position on the floor and he took a moment to enjoy the power of standing over her, controlling what happened next. It sizzled in his veins, spreading to every inch of his body. He knelt down between her thighs, watching the goose bumps break out along her flesh, her nipples beading tighter. Eliza needed a long, hard fuck. His instincts screamed at him to give it to her, but his mind won out.


    He hooked a hand under her right knee and drew it up toward her shoulder. The action brought him directly over her, drawing her gaze to his bare chest. So much was taking place behind those big, brown eyes. Wonder, heat, need. Oh, babe. Hold on to your fucking seat. In one lightning fast motion, he threw her leg over his shoulder and bore down hard, pressing her knee against her shoulder. At the same time, his hips dropped into the cradle of her thighs and he rocked. Just once.


    “Ohhh.” She sucked in a shaky breath. “Please. Again.”


    “Are you a little beggar, Eliza? Are you going to cry and moan and dig your nails into my ass the first time we fuck?” He didn’t rock again, but he let his weight press down fully, all of it concentrated between her legs. When she tried to writhe, he held her still with his hips, pinning her. “What are you begging for, babe? Be clear or you won’t get it.”


    “You. I’m begging for you.”


    Those words went to his head like a potent drug, surrounding them in a haze. The honesty in her voice undid him. No practiced responses or attempts at seductive flirting. Just Eliza.


    Gritting his teeth against the driving urge to peel off her yoga pants and bury himself inside her, Oliver left her briefly, sitting back on his heels. Laughing softly over her protests, he peeled one leg from over his shoulder and switched to the other. Abruptly, her protests cut off, replaced with a breathless expectancy. Any other time, he would make a girl wait. Let her get restless. Now, he found himself unable to wait. She felt, looked, smelled too goddamn good. With a groan, he pressed her knee to her shoulder and rolled his hips against the crevice between her thighs.


    She grabbed his ass and tugged him closer. “Feels so good.”


    Christ, if she was this uninhibited at the gym, what would she be like when he got her home? The possibilities moved through him on a shudder. Or maybe she was too new at this to control herself. That thought managed to sober him enough to ease away slightly. He looked into her eyes and saw a girl somehow already on the brink of orgasm. Eyes glassy, bottom lip puffy from being abused by her teeth. A fresh dose of heat shot straight between his legs at the magnificent sight of her. Need her. Need to be inside her.


    “Eliza, I need to get you home.” He cursed under his breath when she merely locked her free leg around his waist and undulated beneath him. “I know, babe. I know you want to take me inside you. Believe me, I want that too. You bent over and showed me that fuckable blond pussy, and I’m going to take care of it so good. But not here.”


    He watched as realization dawned slowly in her expression. The leg she’d wrapped around his waist dropped to the mat and he barely resisted the impulse to jerk it back around him. She put a hand on his chest and scooted out from beneath him, catching her breath at the feel of his erection dragging across her belly and hips. “That…I don’t know…”


    Oliver took mercy on her by giving herself something else to focus on besides an explanation. He didn’t know if one existed for what happened when they touched. “Go to the locker room and get your things. Put a shirt on. I’ll meet you out front.”


    She nodded slowly. “Where are we going?”


    He grinned. “You don’t think I stretched you out for no reason, did you?”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Eliza preceded Oliver into his apartment, marveling over the fact that she’d resolved never to come back here after last night. Yet here she was already, twenty-four hours later.


    She couldn’t be gladder.


    Something had happened back at the gym, when Oliver’s voice had taken on that rough, commanding quality. She could still feel the effect in the very center of her belly, like a humming ball of electricity waiting to be flipped back to full wattage. Her breasts felt heavy and sensitive. With every step, she intentionally rubbed her thighs together, the friction sending shivers racing along her skin. Oliver’s frequent perusals of her body on the walk to his building, on the elevator ride up to his floor, made her feel hot and wanted. Like his plaything. She shouldn’t be turned on by that, should she? Too bad the idea of him using her for his pleasure made every pulse point in her body pound insistently. Use me. Take me.


    They hadn’t spoken on the walk back, nor had she felt the need. She liked the silence because it left room for anticipation to build. No doubt it had been intentional on Oliver’s part, but she didn’t mind. His methods were working in a major way. She felt off center, she felt in control…so many feelings…they were like a funnel cloud inside of her, twisting and storming. Oliver’s flexing jaw told her he wasn’t unaffected in the least. She’d never seen him like this. Didn’t know this side of him.


    Oliver tossed his keys onto the dining room table and turned to her. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it on a hiss. Eliza had no time to react before he lunged for her, pushing her back hard against the door. Her sob mingled with his growl as their lips meshed together. The kiss felt almost angry on his end, as if he wanted to punish her for something she didn’t understand. He bit her upper and lower lip in turn, then sunk his tongue into her mouth. Somehow her legs managed to hold her up in the face of such skill, but just barely. Every nuanced stroke of his tongue caused a wicked, answering pull in her stomach, wetness trickling between her thighs.


    He pulled away abruptly, gaze bright with what Eliza interpreted as lust. Crazy, white-hot lust. “Were you trying to kill me on the way here?” He gripped her chin between his thumb and forefinger, tilting her face up. “So quiet and obedient, looking at me with those big, beautiful, fuck-me-now-Oliver eyes. It was all I could do not to bend you over a parked car and give it to you.”


    Her breath sounded raspy to her own ears. “It wasn’t on purpose.”


    “That only makes it worse.” He dropped his hand down between them. Before he’d even touched her, she started whimpering. The sound seemed to drive him a little crazy, making him pound his free hand against the door behind her. At the same time, he ran a finger up the seam of her pants with a feather-light touch, such a contrast to the aggression of his other hand. “Go into the bathroom and turn on the shower. Hot, but not too hot. Take your clothes off and wait for me.”


    It took her a moment to move in order to carry out his request. Feeling his gaze on her the entire way to the bathroom, she somehow managed to walk inside and close the door without looking back once. She pressed her back up against the door and breathed deeply a moment, giving herself a second to get her bearings before she turned on the shower and stripped down.


    She paused in the act of removing her sports bra when she saw something hanging from the ceiling. The wooden beams that ran the length of Oliver’s loft continued into the bathroom and a leather strap had been thrown over one, leaving two wrist restraints dangling into the shower, ending just above the stream of water.


    Eliza’s pulse danced, but she didn’t have time to prepare herself before the bathroom door opened and closed softly.


    Just like earlier at the gym, she watched Oliver’s reflection in the mirror as he approached. By that time, steam from the shower had permeated the space, making him look like he’d been conjured from her fantasies. He owned his lack of clothing like he’d been born to be naked, all animal grace and swagger. His thick, jutting erection was already covered with a condom and that turned her on even more, knowing he wanted all distractions out of the way. She could only watch him with appreciation, doing her damndest to remember how many women had seen him this way. Had seen that predatory gleam in his eyes, knowing they were about to be his meal. Wanting to be his only meal, forever, even though it was impossible to tie a sexual creature like him down. Just keep thinking that way, Eliza. Don’t get attached. Don’t be one of them.


    “Eliza,” he said firmly, meeting her eyes in the mirror. His were narrowed, a hint concerned, as if he could read her mind. “Safe word.”


    Worry slowly seeped her mind. This was Oliver, a man she trusted. “I remember,” she whispered back, afraid to repeat the safe word, lest he vanish into the steam.


    He regarded her closely another beat before raising his hands. In them, he held a blindfold she hadn’t noticed before. Her world went black a moment later when he tied it over her eyes, but almost immediately, it expanded. She could feel the steam dappling her naked body, feel every trickle of moisture as it rolled down her skin. Her thighs slipped together as he led her toward the shower and brought her inside. The tile felt slippery against her feet, Oliver’s spicy soap scent invading her head, making her hyper-aware of his hands on her arms. They slipped up her slick skin, circling her wrists and bringing them high against the shower wall. Shower spray warmed the top of her head, coating her face and neck like a caress. Even under the onslaught of water, the blindfold stayed in place, tied just tightly enough to remain comfortable.


    “Keep your arms raised and face me.” Desire throbbing in her mid-section, she turned to face Oliver, picturing his face and body in the center of the white fog. “Christ, you’re gorgeous,” he grated.


    Even with her vision gone, she felt everywhere his gaze landed as sure as if he’d touched her. In his voice, she heard a thread of desperation, same as she felt. The observation sent her need for him skyrocketing, giving her no choice but to reach for him. Before she made contact, he grabbed her wrists. “You’ll do as you’re told. My palm is dying to make contact with your ass. Don’t give me an excuse.”


    Yes. Tell me what to do. She put her arms back over her head, commanding herself to breathe as he reached up and slid her hands into the leather restraints, buckling them tight with a metal clink. When she attempted to look up even though her eyes were covered, he held her chin steady.


    “Relax, Eliza. Trust me.”


    Relax? She felt a rush tearing through her system at a thousand miles an hour. In her mind’s eye, she could imagine how her position caused her breasts to jut out, a private display just for him. Her core suddenly felt so empty and desperate, she had to squeeze her thighs together hard. Right in front of her, she could hear Oliver’s breathing pick up speed, warm puffs against her lips. Turned on by the image of her bound? Trapped? When he didn’t touch her, she realized he was waiting for her signal to continue. “Yes…I’m okay,” she finally managed.


    “Good girl. Just feel.” The concern had fled from his tone, leaving his voice haunting, dark. So low it almost got swallowed up by the drumming shower spray. With a single finger, he traced a path from her collarbone down, around her stiff nipples and lower…until he reached the apex of her thighs. Eliza held her breath as he spoke. “I’ve wanted to lick between these thighs since the day we were introduced. That probably makes me sick.” He slid his middle finger through her damp folds, then pushed it deep, ripping a cry from her throat. “Ask me if I care.”


    Oh God, oh God. I’m dying.


    “Your first day of college. So nervous and unsure.” He worked his finger out, then slowly, torturously drove it deeper. “What did you need, babe? Did you need me to stay behind and take off your jean skirt like I wanted to? Would you have let me fuck you on your dorm room bed?”


    If her restrained hands weren’t holding her up, Eliza knew with total certainty, she would have been in a pile of boneless limbs on the tile floor. How had she known him for so long and never suspected he’d felt the same attraction? Just an attraction. Just an attraction.


    “Answer me. Would you have spread your legs and let me break you off?”


    “Yes,” she sobbed, grateful she couldn’t see anything. Admitting the secret didn’t seem to count when her world was entirely dark. “I would have.”


    The most exquisite pleasure caught her off guard when he sucked her right nipple into his mouth, growling around it like the taste was driving him insane. As insane as she felt. Myriad sensations shot to her core, making her writhe helplessly against the wall, wrists clanking above her head. She wanted him to stop, to keep going, she didn’t know. Relief mixed with denial when he pulled back, his mouth making a pop noise as he released her nipple. “I like when you’re honest with me, Eliza. Maybe a little too much.” She heard something land heavily on the shower floor, then his hands were on the insides of her thighs, pushing them apart. Kneeling. He was kneeling. Oh, please. “Are you as tight as you look? We’ll find out as soon as I kiss all this pink.”


    With very little effort, Oliver settled her thighs on his shoulders and licked straight through her center, groaning the entire way. A scream broke past her lips when he found her tiny bud, licking it sweetly one second, sucking it through his teeth the next. His hands were punishing on her thighs, squeezing hard enough to leave bruises as he drove her to the brink of insanity with his mouth. Heat coiled inside her, tighter and tighter, promise of incredible relief so close, they were on a first name basis. Holy, holy shit. She pulled the bonds at her wrists taut to give herself leverage, and then she bucked against his mouth, all the while picturing his dark head moving between her legs. He gave her clit one final, long draw, and she screamed at the top of her lungs, shooting her past a glittering line she’d never managed to cross. Her eyes were covered, but she could see bright explosions going off in front of her eyes, in perfect timing with her frantic, joyful sobs.


    “God. Oh God. Oh, please.”


    “Please what, babe?” His breath was at her ear now, telling her he’d stood up. When? She couldn’t even remember him setting her feet back on the floor. His voice was muffled through the water still raining down on her head. “Is this what you want?” The unmistakable feel of his erection slipped across her belly and lingered. Full, smooth…heavy. “What you were begging me for at the gym?”


    “Yes,” she pulled at the restraints, conflicted over wanting to be freed, but needing to remain restrained. “I want to touch you too.”


    He dragged the head of his arousal through her ultra-sensitive center. “We’re touching everywhere it counts.” She felt his tongue in the valley of her breasts, licking upward, ending at her throat where he nipped at her, with enough bite to make her whimper. “Would you like to know what has already earned you your first punishment, Eliza?”


    The flesh between her legs clenched. Do it now. “Yes, I want to kn—”


    Her legs were wrenched apart. Oliver’s hips were suddenly wedged between hers, boosting her up against the slippery wall. “Wrap more of the leather around your wrists and hold on,” he growled at her lips. Eliza’s mind struggled mightily to grasp his directions. How could she think beyond his huge erection throbbing insistently at her opening, his entire muscular body plastered against her own, head to toe. Any minute now, he’d fill her. Finally. Finally. He pumped his hips against her once. “Do it.”


    She fought through the haze in her brain, realizing her elevated position left slack in her restraints. No sooner had she doubled up on the leather wrapped around her wrists, removing the extra slack, that Oliver plunged inside her. Deep. Completely. Her scream echoed in the enclosed tile stall, ricocheting like a bullet fired from a gun.


    Oliver’s own groan was long and drawn-out against her ear. “Oh, fuck. Fuck.” He withdrew and sunk back in on a controlled thrust, sounding as though he was groaning through gritted teeth. “I know what your second punishment will be for. Keeping this tight-as-fuck pussy away from me as long as you have. I ought to pull out and redden your ass right now.”


    Her breaths were so labored, she couldn’t tell if she was crying or moaning. She didn’t care. Just wanted him to move. Move. “Y-you still haven’t told me what the first punishment is for.”


    When he starting thrusting into her, she thought he’d decided to ignore her. Just as she’d seriously forgotten to care—because, ohhh God, the feel of him—Oliver spoke harshly against her ear, never pausing in his quickening drives. “The first time we met, you were so shy…you actually called me Mister Preston. I’m six goddamn years older than you, Eliza.” He hefted her legs higher around his waist so unexpectedly, she cried out. “Made me so hard. I can still you hear you saying it in that breathless little voice. Mister Preston…Mister Preston. Say it now.”


    Her teeth rattled with the force of his drives. “Mister Preston.”


    “You can do better than that.” He licked her ear. “Say, fuck me, Mister Preston.”


    Eliza moaned, her head falling back to hit the tile wall. “Yes. Fuck me, Mister Preston. Please.”


    He brought his mouth down on hers, kissing her with the same desperation she felt building inside of her. Even with the blindfold on, she anticipated his mouth meeting hers and they tangled immediately, tongues mating frantically, keeping pace with his quick, rough thrusts sliding her up and down the wall. Bouncing her. Fucking her. This time, her climax beckoned from somewhere undiscovered, somewhere so deep it actually alarmed her at first. Her limbs started to shake uncontrollably, pressure building within to such a startling degree, she had to break the kiss to suck in a deep, gulping breath.


    “Eliza?” He ripped off her blindfold, searching her eyes. Whatever he saw there only caused his expression to coat with awe, lust. For her. “Let it come. Let me have it all. Want it so bad.”


    It was so close, shimmering in front of her like a mirage. How do I get there? She made a sound of frustration, making Oliver’s jaw harden once more. No more concern existed on his steam-slicked face, only determination.


    Without breaking pace, he grabbed hold of her hair, twisting it in his fist. Prickles of pain assaulted her scalp, but it didn’t hurt. Not like it should. It was welcome. “You will come right now, Eliza, or I’ll put you over my knee and whip it out of you.”


    Bliss. The blindfold had been discarded, but she was even blinder now than she’d been with it on. Every muscle in her body trembled as wave after wave of draining, consuming pleasure rolled through her body. Distantly, she heard Oliver shout a curse, before a hot flood was released inside her, colliding with her own. No longer able to hold herself up, she let the excess leather unravel from around her wrists, completely confident that Oliver would be there to catch her. Support her. And he was. He reached up to unfasten the restraints, then buried his face in her neck, holding her against the shower wall as they both came down from the soaring heights he’d brought them to. Eliza couldn’t catch her breath…it just continued to rattle in and out of her chest. She wanted to stay there forever, basking, marveling…but as seconds passed, something ugly bled from her subconscious into her conscious.


    What she’d just experienced with Oliver had been the single most amazing moment of her life. Freeing. Self-actualizing. It had felt right. But she’d wanted to explore this world to empower herself. She’d been told numerous times by Caroline, read it in articles, that there was power in submission. Yet when she’d been restrained, had her sight taken away…she hadn’t wanted control. She’d wanted none. At all. Had wanted Oliver to take every ounce of it away. What did that mean?


    An unwanted image rose in her mind of her mother, always taking abuse. Almost…wanting it.


    Eliza felt sick, unease clawing at her throat. A logical part of her brain told her this was just the aftermath of her first experience with this type of thing. She just needed to calm down and think about this when she felt more rational. When hormones and emotions weren’t pouring through her body from several different waterfalls. Even as she told herself to stay put, she found herself desperate to get out of the shower. Out of the apartment. Away from Oliver and what they’d done.


  


  
    Chapter Nine


    I’m so screwed.


    Oliver reached down to massage Eliza’s wrists, just so he’d have an excuse to keep her flattened between him and the wall a little longer. Too many new things were happening here. Things he wasn’t accustomed to. Things and feelings and earth-shattering orgasms that depleted him to the point he could barely stand. He’d known sex between him and Eliza would be good. There had been a mutual attraction simmering for a long time, one he’d sensed from the get-go. It would be the enactment of a fantasy, something they would wink-wink-nudge each other about next time they were in the same room. That’s what he’d thought. Expected. He hadn’t anticipated her to reach inside his chest and rearrange everything.


    No, no, wait…that sounded serious. His heart was in his chest, and no one had been able to touch that. Maybe he wasn’t even capable of feeling romantic love for another person. This…thing, though, happening in his chest…it hurt. It felt like someone had inflated one of those stupid rafts inside his ribcage and it was pushing, growing, trying to get out. At the same time, his throat wouldn’t seem to stop aching.


    How was he supposed to deal with this? It hadn’t just been incredible sex. No, something else had happened when he’d been buried inside of her beautiful body. No one had ever surrendered everything to him as thoroughly as Eliza just had. At first he’d been humbled by her trust. Then he’d simply lost himself in her. People often spoke about having a “connection” with someone. He’d laughed it off as bullshit, something people wanted to see that wasn’t really there. He’d been wrong. Even now, he could feel her heart beating against his chest and swore to God, his tried to match it.


    You’re a moron. See this for what it is, man. He finally found a girl he wanted to fuck twice. Okay, maybe a lot more than twice. And she was angling for another dude. This had never happened before in the History of Oliver and maybe, just maybe, he might even be a little jealous. An image of Porter holding Eliza’s damp, naked body unfurled in his mind like a red carpet to hell. A roaring started in his ears, eye ticking, throat constricting. Unconsciously, his arms tightened around her even more, refusing to relinquish her to imaginary Porter. Yeah, fine. Jealousy it is.


    Panic flared when he reminded himself he was already down to two. Two more times. Shit, shit, shit. After which, he’d make a call to set her up with someone else. It was almost funny. Actually, fuck that, it wasn’t funny at all. It was a goddamn tragedy. He’d been standing here way too long without moving. While he could have easily stood there for the whole night, and maybe even tomorrow night, she would need to be reassured after what they’d done. Weird how he was looking forward to that part almost as much as the sex. He wanted to…cuddle her. Make her tea. Rub her back.


    Oh, yeah. Screwed.


    Oliver kissed her temple, still wet from the shower. She stiffened against him, lighting a flare of worry in his stomach. With a frown marring his forehead, he pulled back to look at her.


    He never got the chance, though. She moved so fast, he was terrified she might slip on the tile and break her neck. Jesus, what had he missed? As soon as she left the shower stall, she started pulling on clothes with shaky hands. Her pale face alarmed him so much, it took him a moment to react.


    “Eliza.” He stepped in front of her, wanting to rip the shirt out of her hands to get her attention but sensed she needed to cover herself. “Look at me.” She yanked the shirt over her head and made for the bathroom door. All right, no. This he wasn’t capable of. He couldn’t let her walk out without an explanation. With a quick sidestep, he blocked the door and latched onto her shoulders. “Look at me, babe. What’s wrong? Are you…” he swallowed hard at the pain in her eyes. “Hurt? God, did I—”


    She shook her head. “I’m fine. Please move.”


    “Not until you talk to me.” Trying and failing to keep his anxiety at bay, he pulled her into the circle of his arms, tightening them around her when she thankfully didn’t protest. “If you’re a little shaken up, that’s okay. Let’s talk about what you didn’t like, so I don’t do it ever again. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”


    “I liked it. I loved it, actually.” Her breath exploded out of her on a sob. “I just never realized I was so weak.”


    Surprise filtered through his panic. “Weak?”


    She nodded jerkily. “I didn’t feel in control. I was supposed to, right? There’s power in submitting, blah blah blah. I didn’t feel that. I didn’t want it.”


    He hated the shame that stained her cheeks. Wanted to eradicate it with an intensity so palpable, it burned through him like a wildfire. That wouldn’t work here, though. She needed him to make this better for her, to guide her through this misconception. At that moment, he thanked God he’d been her first experience with submitting. If he hadn’t been there to comfort her…he didn’t want to think about it. “Hey, bunny. Hey.” He waited until she gave him her full attention. “There you are.”


    “I hate when you call me that.”


    “No, you don’t.” He brushed his thumb across her cheek. “Eliza, you’re not weak. You’re incredibly brave. It takes a lot of courage to give someone else control like that. That’s where the power lies. I sure as hell couldn’t do what you just did.”


    Oliver could practically see the wheels spinning in her head. “No?”


    “Nope. I’d probably cry.” He shook his head. “Believe me, you never want to see that. I’m a really ugly crier.” Humor sparked in her expression, and he felt an astonishing sense of victory. He could really get used to it. Don’t get used to it. “You didn’t want control. That’s okay, Eliza. It’s better than okay.” Unable to keep his hands off her, he combed his fingers through her damp hair. She stared up at him looking slightly dazed. Those gorgeous lips were parted in an O, her eyes shining with renewed hope. Like she wanted desperately to believe him. It felt so good to reassure her, that a little too much slipped out before he could snatch it back. “You were spectacular. I’ve never seen anything half as beautiful as you were. As you are.”


    …


    Could he…mean it?


    It startled Eliza how much she wanted the words out of his mouth to be genuine. Desperate, dangerous thoughts that materialized nonetheless, permeating her already overwrought mind. Their surroundings closed in on them, narrowing the bathroom down to the immediate space between them, around them. It got harder to draw air into her lungs as he stared at her through the steam, so mesmerizing and intense. As if willing her to believe him.


    No, her imagination was running away with her. She’d just had her mind blown by the man she measured all men against, and it had propelled her into fantasy land. So she’d wanted to know why women followed him around like the Pied Piper? Mystery solved. But she couldn’t be one of them. Or he’d lead her right over the edge of a cliff.


    “Wow.” Eliza shook herself. “That was one hell of a line, playboy.”


    She frowned when he fell back a step, but he laughed after a beat and everything settled back into place. Even ground. “Guess I just can’t stop myself, huh?”


    “Old habits die hard.”


    Nodding once, he took her hand, twining their fingers together, and led her from the bathroom. Walking out of the steam solidified her place in reality. Where she and Oliver were old friends and this was just a teaching experiment. Striving for casual, Eliza hopped up onto a kitchen stool. The same one she’d sat on last time. Did that mean she had a spot now? She was distracted from her silly thoughts when Oliver began rummaging through the cabinet, watching her steadily over his shoulder.


    “Want some tea, bunny?”


    It sounded homey. Too homey. So she tilted her head. “Is that ouzo still around?”


    “Since last night?” He scrubbed a hand over his damp hair. “Yeah, I managed not to chug the entire bottle.”


    He took it from the door of the fridge and set it on the island. When Eliza saw a good portion of the alcohol was missing, she laughed. After the way she’d left last night, he’d obviously indulged more than was healthy. Why did it give her a thrill of pleasure to know he’d been as upset as she’d been? Oliver narrowed his eyes at her laughter, obviously realizing she’d cracked the case of the missing ouzo. Still smiling to herself, she took the chilled bottle and poured two shots. “Should we toast to lesson one?”


    For a moment, he looked confused by her meaning, but he finally snatched up the shot. “Right. To lesson one.” They drank. Oliver licked his lips, leaving them coated in liquor. Lord. How could she already want him again? His mouth quirked on one side, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. And liked it. “Feel better, babe?”


    Her smile dimmed as she recalled her episode in the bathroom. “Yes. Thanks for what you said. I, um…I don’t know where that came from.”


    His gaze remained intent. “Are you sure? It seems like you might.”


    Had Oliver always been this astute? “I might, yeah.” With her index finger, she traced the rim of the shot glass. “My father didn’t treat my mother so well. That’s actually an understatement. He wasn’t physically abusive, but I remember this, like…constant mental torture. She never did anything right, and he made sure she knew how inferior he found her.” She blew out a breath, feeling more than a little shocked at how much she’d revealed. “Anyway, I never want to be like that. But—”


    “Eliza.” There was incredulity in his tone, but he didn’t continue right away, brows drawn together as he poured them another shot. “You gave me hell last night for making a decision for you. Was that weak?”


    “No.” Warmth bloomed in her chest. “No, I guess not.”


    “What happens in the bedroom is separate. At least for us. You. I meant, you,” he corrected quickly. “Some people like to be submissive in all areas of their lives, but you’re not one of them. You never could be. What your mother went through is abuse. This, what we did, is not abuse. If anyone ever crosses that line, I’ll gladly kill them for you.”


    Eliza’s breath caught, surprised by his vow, his white knuckled grip on the shot glass. This wasn’t the Oliver she’d grown used to over the years. Suave, easy Oliver had left the building. Just as quickly as the realization appeared, though, she blinked and he was back, giving her a lazy smile. “Where’s Mom now? Still in Maine?”


    After a beat, she nodded. “Yeah. After my father died, she sold the house and rented a small apartment in town. She’s much happier.”


    “Good.”


    Eliza recalled the week her father died. She and Caroline had been juniors in college. Her best friend had gone with her to the funeral as support, since she had no siblings. Until now, she’d forgotten that Oliver had driven them to the airport. Checking them in at the curb, hugging her so tightly before she left, whispering apologies into her hair. He’d even asked her if she needed him to come. He’d meant it, too. She must have been so lost in her grief, she’d forgotten about that morning until now.


    With great effort, she dragged herself back from the memory, hoping to lighten the tone. “So. Personal trainer, BDSM instructor, therapist. Do you have any other hidden talents I don’t know about?”


    Oliver capped the ouzo and stuck it in the fridge. “I do. And you’ll never see it.”


    An outraged sound tripped from her lips. “It must be embarrassing. Now I’m really curious.” She drummed her fingers on the island. “I have a hidden talent too. If I show you mine, will you show me yours?”


    “We already played that game in the shower, bunny.”


    She laughed and felt the remaining tension leach from her body. “I can juggle.”


    “Not worth it.”


    “I can juggle while doing the splits.”


    His eyebrows shot up. “You have a deal.”


    …


    Eliza shook her head as she collected three green apples from his fruit bowl and stood. “You men are so easy.” Then she dropped into the splits. Right there in his kitchen. Oliver found himself diving over a stool to get around the island. He found her in a perfect split, those long legs stretched out in two delectable lines on either side of her. Blond hair shielding one eye. Big satisfied grin on her face. Fucking hot. Those were the only words he could think of to describe the picture she made. Okay, maybe boner inducing. Fantasy material. And…goddamn adorable. Those worked, too.


    “High school cheerleader?”


    She pursed her lips. “Gymnast.”


    Oliver cursed, not even bothering to hide his interest in her spread center. That sweet spot he’d been buried in less than twenty minutes ago. Want to go back. “Should I juggle now?”


    “Who?”


    Eliza chuckled before drawing her brows together in concentration. She focused on the fruit in her hands a moment. Two apples launched into the air, a third joining them in a continuous pattern almost immediately. Against all odds, he found his gaze drawn to her hands, impressed by her speed and dexterity. Holy shit, she was really good. There’s a beyond sexy, uber-flexible, newly-minted submissive in your kitchen and you’re marveling at her dexterity. You’ve finally lost it, Preston. Even his obnoxious inner monologue couldn’t stop him from smiling, though. This entire situation was absurd and yet it felt oddly comforting. Like nothing out of the ordinary. As it should be. Of course, Eliza should be juggling apples in his kitchen on a Tuesday night after a mind-blowing fuck session in his shower.


    Her voice broke into his thoughts. “Okay, your turn. What you got?”


    “Please don’t make me do this.”


    She lobbed an apple at him. “Deal’s a deal, playboy.”


    Ignoring the stab of hurt he encountered at the nickname, Oliver took a deep breath, giving himself some time to get into character. He propped his wrists at the back of his waist. Stuck his lips out like a duck. And did the Mick Jagger impression that had been his claim to fame through four years of business school. Strutting around the kitchen like the Rolling Stones front man, he sang, “Let’s Spend the Night Together,” because it seemed appropriate. He hadn’t done the stupid impression in years, especially for a girl he wanted to continue sleeping with, but once he started, it was like riding a bike. Muscle memory. He would have stopped after enough time had elapsed to hold up his end of the deal, but her musical laughter was addictive, so he kept going.


    She grabbed onto his ankle from her position on the floor. “Stop. Oh my God, please…I can’t watch you do it anymore. I’m going to pee my pants.”


    He kept his lips in quack position. “Tha’s no way to talk to a bloody English knight, love.”


    Her body curled up into a ball on his kitchen floor, sides shaking so hard she was clutching at her ribs. Around her, bright blond hair was spread out like sunshine. His masculine, functional kitchen had been lit up by her. God, when was the last time he’d genuinely laughed? His sister got a chuckle out of him from time to time, but right at this moment, he felt new. Fresh. Fucking happy.


    “When am I seeing you again, Eliza?”


    At the serious tone in his voice, she rose slowly to a sitting position. Had he even heard a thread of desperation in his question? Maybe. He didn’t know. Could only stand very still and wait for her answer. She reached out a hand and he hauled her to her feet, steadying her with a hand on her waist when she stumbled toward him. Another chance to kiss her. Her lips were so close. This time, she didn’t give him enough of a window, though, probably because he’d let his opportunity pass in the bathroom. With a toss of her hair, she moved around the kitchen island and dug through her purse, pulling out a leather day planner and leafing through it.


    She looked up at him. “Does Sunday night work for you?”


    “Sunday?” He all-but shouted. “Today is Tuesday. What are you doing for the next four nights?” God, he sounded pathetically desperate. He needed to get a grip. “Not that I can’t find a way to stay occupied.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he wanted to slam his head against the wall. If he continued in his current vein, the next four nights would have been spent pretending to be interested in whoever approached him first at Serve or another club. Right now, the very contemplation of doing that made him feel nauseous.


    Eliza’s smile was tight. “I’m sure you will, playboy.”


    “I’d drop everything for you.” God. Have I already?


    She propped a hip against the island and crossed her arms. “Friday night I’m going out with Caroline for dinner.” They exchanged an uncomfortable look. “Then Saturday night I have this formal gala at Cipriani where I’m expected to land a huge client named Conrad Sterns. Huge. Every night between now and then, with the exception of Friday, will be spent learning all there is to know about him. I’ll probably have a ninety second chance over champagne to sell him on letting me decorate his mansion in the Hamptons.”


    “Wow.” He dragged a hand through his hair, reminded once again how impressive she was. “You need a date to the gala?” They both froze. Had those words just left his mouth? Yeah, they definitely had. He didn’t go on dates, and they both knew it. But the alternative was waiting an extra night to see her. When she didn’t answer right away, he experienced a foreign sense of insecurity. “It can double as your second lesson, of course,” he added quickly.


    “Right.” She fidgeted with her day planner. “Sounds good. It’s the Forty-Second Street location. Meet me there at eight?”


    He nodded once. “I’ll be there.”


    She shoved the planner into her purse and hefted it up onto her shoulder. “Bye, Oliver.” Obviously as uncertain how to proceed as him, she gave him a little wave and headed for the door. His feet were moving in her direction before he was even conscious of it. Her breathing went shallow as he drew closer, his own doing the same. I’m in trouble. So much trouble. More than anything in the world, he wanted to drag her to his bed and go for round two, but she’d been too emotional earlier. She might not be ready yet. Plus, he didn’t know if it would count as their second lesson. In which case, this thing between them would be over faster.


    “Are you good with everything we did? I need to know.”


    “I am now.” She looked at his mouth, so he dipped closer, eliciting a barely audible gasp from Eliza. “Everything got a little muddled for a second.”


    “Muddled. Yeah.” He settled his mouth over hers, but didn’t move it. Just let them breathe into one another’s mouths for long moments. If his tongue touched hers, it would be curtains. No question. With a rapidly dwindling will, he pulled back, even though his libido was shouting at him to press her back against the door and pound her senseless. Down boy. “You were amazing tonight. If things get muddled again, you call me. I’ll be there before you hang up the phone.”


    For just a split second, she looked at him like they’d just met for the first time. It unnerved him. It…relieved him? He didn’t know, but it went away too quickly for his liking. “See you Saturday.”


    She slipped out the door and was gone.


    His apartment felt darker as he walked toward his bed.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Eliza and Caroline flopped back onto the plush, deep-purple lounger and clinked their red martinis together. They’d finished their dinner of sushi and sake, vowing more than once that they would head home after their next glass. True to form, however, they’d ended up stumbling their way over to Serve where a section had immediately been roped off for them in the lounge. Even though Caroline’s boyfriend, Jonah, hadn’t yet made his way downstairs to see them, his presence was felt all over the club. Eliza knew through Caroline that Jonah had cameras trained on every inch of the space and based on her friend’s continuous squirming, she could feel him watching right now.


    Lifting her glass to her lips, Eliza surveyed the section they’d been given. It seemed less about convenience and more about keeping the male customers away from Caroline. And in turn, her. Another mark of Jonah’s presence. Eliza shrugged and took another sip of her drink, feeling relaxed for the first time since Tuesday. Tuesday with Oliver. Nothing could compare to the boneless contentment she’d felt following what they’d done in the shower. Would anything ever come close? Probably not. Unless they managed to top bound and blindfolded shower sex. God, she’d really underestimated how hard it would be to stay away from him until Saturday. Her body ached for him to fill it. Fully, relentlessly. Hard. Whenever memories of that night surfaced, the part she reacted to most was his pulling her hair, telling her he would whip the orgasm out of her. Even now, she had to cross her legs together tightly as the sound of his deep voice reverberated through her head.


    Where was he tonight? Was he with someone else?


    Stop it right there, Eliza. Wondering about such things was stupid and pointless. It was safe to assume Oliver had entertained himself this week with a dazzling array of gorgeous women, same as always. No reason for that to have changed just because they’d been together one single time. For all she knew, he’d been with another girl Tuesday night after she left. Which was totally his right. At the onset of this arrangement, they’d been clear about keeping things uncomplicated. She wanted uncomplicated. At least with Oliver. Oliver would take one look at complicated and disappear in a cloud of smoke. Relationship Houdini. Never to be seen or heard from again.


    Still, she’d…loved the time they’d spent together. When she’d broken down in the bathroom, he’d been so solid and reassuring. Everything she’d needed and then some. She hadn’t seen that coming and it had obviously affected her somehow. Just like every matrimony-minded girl who left drool puddles in his wake, she’d actually let herself get spelled by Oliver Preston. Maybe he only says those things to me. Maybe I’m special. No doubt he’d put the same thoughts into the pretty heads of a legion of women. Women who’d woken up the next morning wondering if they’d dreamed up that man who’d been so caring and protective.


    If anyone ever crosses that line, I’ll gladly kill them for you. Eliza shivered as the words drifted through her mind. She’d seen a new side to Oliver Tuesday night. Until now, she’d known him as the suave older brother, always good for a laugh and a confidence boost when he inevitably checked out her ass. Now, she wondered what she’d missed. He cooked, he soothed, he did a bang-on Mick Jagger impression. How the hell was she supposed to keep a level head around him? He played the field so often they’d named it after him. Get the stars out of your eyes.


    She should be thinking about what lay on the other side of these lessons. Porter. She would go into her next encounter with the sexy Brit brimming with confidence. Knowledge. Even after only one encounter with Oliver, her self-assuredness had grown. This is what she’d been looking for and missing. There was no denying her need to be dominated now. Not after the height of pleasure she’d been driven to by submitting. She could already feel the need tangling up inside of her, needing to be unraveled. One question continued to plague her though. Would it feel the same when it wasn’t Oliver doing the unraveling?


    Caroline elbowed her in the ribs. “Whatcha thinking ’bout?”


    Boning your brother. God, she was a shitty friend. If she thought for a second Oliver would allow things to get weird, she never would have done this. But sex came as naturally to him as breathing. She was just another necessary pull of oxygen that would be replaced in his next breath. Caroline would never know about them because they would never matter. Furthermore, Eliza didn’t want her to know. Her chief concern would be Eliza getting hurt by Oliver, which wouldn’t be happening. Ever. As long as she kept her head on straight and remembered the score. Attempting to douse the fire in her throat, Eliza downed her drink in one go. “I’m thinking we need to update the décor in this place,” she lied. “You’re the first lady of Serve now. You need to put your mark on it.”


    Caroline pursed her lips thoughtfully as she surveyed the lounge. The interior was sleek, monochromatic. Grays, blacks and purples suited the sexual energy of the place perfectly, every surface soft and inviting. A place to meet and proposition your next partner. Possibly even get started what would finish with a trip upstairs on one of Serve’s three levels. Waitresses moved with sensual grace through couples and groups of patrons, offering drinks with a practiced purr. Behind them, the bar was packed full of Manhattanites, looking for a Friday night assignation.


    “What did you have in mind?” Caroline asked, breaking into her thoughts again. “Maybe some nice house plants? Ooh, do you think Jonah would let me have a hammock?”


    “I think Jonah would give you whatever you want.”


    Caroline hummed into her drink. “It goes both ways.” She signaled the waitress for two more drinks. “Just a head’s up, he’s going to ask you to redecorate the brownstone. Gabby is going to be staying with us more, and we want the place kid-friendly.”


    Eliza smiled at the mention of Jonah’s daughter of whom he’d only recently been granted joint custody. She was nine years old and a total pistol. “No more implements of torture lying around?”


    “We save that for upstairs.” Caroline grinned. “Speaking of which, you were here the other night, weren’t you? On a date with Gavin Rossdale’s doppelganger?”


    She wanted to smack herself in the forehead, but somehow resisted. Of course, Jonah would have mentioned to Caroline that she’d been at the club. But wait. He hadn’t told her about Oliver and the kiss they’d shared? In plain view of one of several cameras? Interesting. She struggled to remember what Caroline had asked her. Porter…right. “It went well. We’re planning on seeing each other soon.” As soon as Oliver made that phone call.


    Caroline did a double take. “What? That’s all I get? It went well.”


    “I-uh…” Your brother interrupted us. Shower sex. Mick Jagger. Ouzo. An almost-kiss that blew my mind almost as much as the sex. “It’s complicated?”


    “Sweetheart.” Jonah’s distinct voice behind her was like the bell going off for recess, saving her from a pop quiz. An interruption had never been more appreciated. She sunk back against the armrest of the lounger as Jonah picked up Caroline and settled her back on his lap. Her friend was still glaring at her though, over the rim of her martini. You’re not off the hook, she mouthed at Eliza. Then her friend’s mouth became otherwise occupied as Jonah guided it down to meet his. He plucked the martini from Caroline’s hand and handed it to Eliza, without breaking contact, sliding his tongue into his girlfriend’s mouth with a groan.


    Sheesh. Eliza tried to look at the ceiling, but her gaze kept returning to the passionate couple. Was it acceptable to be turned on by your friends’ frequent, often inappropriate public displays of affection? Cause, she kind of was.


    Finally, Jonah pulled back. After a long, meaningful look at Caroline, he sent Eliza a wink. “Hey, you. We have business to discuss.”


    She saluted him with her empty glass. “I’d be happy to redecorate the brownstone, as long as you’re aware I’ll be upping your fee for traveling to Brooklyn.” She smiled to let him know she was joking. “Although if we’re talking kid friendly, not making out in front of her might be a good place to start.”


    “We’re working on it,” Caroline said, sounding a little dazed. “We could probably work harder.”


    Jonah smiled indulgently, but it dimmed when his gaze landed on something just beyond her shoulder. Eliza turned to find Porter standing at the velvet rope, his attention trained on her. Dressed in all black, he looked unbelievable. Like he’d just stepped off the pages of some European yacht advertisement. Not a stitch of clothing or hair out of place. Every time she’d been in the vicinity of him since they’d met, she’d always felt a tickle of lust in her belly. This time, the appreciation seemed to be more objective than anything. Odd, since she’d never seen him looking hotter.


    A shot of urgency invaded her musings when she remembered Caroline knew they’d been on a date. But she didn’t know Oliver had nixed it. If Porter mentioned what happened in front of Caroline, she would have a hundred follow up questions Eliza had no desire to answer. Quickly, she hopped to her feet, swaying a little under the influence of five sake bombs and a martini.


    Porter offered his arm for balance, and she took it. “Hey. Hi.”


    Smooth.


    “Eliza,” he returned in his even, cultured voice. “Out for a few drinks, are we?”


    “A few might be a slight under exaggeration.” She held her fingers up in the international symbol of just a pinch. “I had a long work week and figured I earned it.”


    “I see.” His gaze swept her head to toe. “Pity you drank so much. I would have liked to continue what we started last week. Need you a touch more sober for that, I’m afraid.”


    “I would have liked that too,” she responded, a little flustered over his bluntness. If she sounded less-than-convinced, it had to be the alcohol. “Soon, I hope.” After I finish my lessons with Manhattan’s most eligible bachelor, and I’m pawned off on you like a college student graduating into the work force.


    The imagery hit her like an open-handed smack. Made her feel as if Oliver had already left her. Feeling the sudden need to prove she’d be fine once that happened, Eliza tossed her hair over her shoulder and gave Porter what she hoped was a seductive look. “I’m really looking forward to it.”


    He swirled the amber liquid contained in the rocks glass he held, considering her with a discerning look. “Something is different about you.”


    Eliza squashed the urge to tug her dress down. “Here’s hoping you find out what it is.”


    He leaned in close, and she caught a whiff of his spicy, designer cologne. Good Lord, the man smelled like pleasure. It was almost criminal. “Whatever it is, I like it.” He grazed his stubbled cheek against hers, making goose bumps break out along her skin. “Soon, Eliza.”


    She nodded once to let him know she’d heard him but didn’t trust herself to speak. Not because she was overwhelmingly turned on, even if she could admit to feeling a definite spark of heat in her stomach. No, she couldn’t speak because her chest felt compressed, like it did before a crying jag.


    She actually felt…guilty. Almost as if she’d been doing something wrong by flirting with Porter. That simply, simply wouldn’t do. No more thinking about Oliver and how he didn’t merely produce a spark inside her, he set off a wealth of firecrackers. Every time she compared Porter to Oliver, she was setting herself up for a huge fall. This is good. This is a wake-up call.


    Or she could just call it off. Right now. Tonight.


    Refusing to explore the empty, gaping pit that notion opened in her stomach, Eliza turned on a heel and sat back down on the lounger. She ignore the curious looks both Jonah and Caroline gave her, accepting a fresh drink from the waitress. “So. Let’s talk color scheme.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Oliver wore a tux like a motherfucker.


    Call him arrogant, call him whatever you like. At age eight, he’d been tapped to play ring bearer at his aunt’s wedding. He’d slipped the jacket on in front of the hotel’s full length mirror and felt like he’d finally become a man. Then he’d promptly called for his mother to help him fix the bow tie.


    Tonight, he really needed the confidence provided by his favorite form of attire, because over the course of the week, he’d started to feel very un-Oliver. He’d passed two nights at the office, working overtime on the scholarship program in his mother’s name. The perfect applicant had even come across his desk. Francesca De Luca from Queens. Frankie for short. She lived in a two-bedroom house with her uncle and drove a cab for a living, attending night class at the local community college when she could, not the usual course of education for someone who’d scored sixteen hundred on their SATs. At age twenty-four, she’d only managed to accumulate one third of the credits she needed for a business degree.


    He’d placed two calls to her since coming across her application and held out hope she’d be the first recipient in the program. But even as important as the project was to him, his thoughts had been on a gorgeous blonde and her apparent lack of urgency to see him again. Finally, last night he’d given in and gone to one of his regular night clubs. His goal had been to distract himself, remind himself of the options available to him. Before he’d taken a sip of his first drink, he’d been sent three from various corners of the bar and asked to dance by a redhead who bore a vague resemblance to Emma Stone.


    He’d felt claustrophobic, like he’d woken up in a carnival fun house without any memory of how he’d gotten there. Everyone had looked distorted, their voices too loud. He’d started noticing that the lyrics in the loud, pumping music didn’t even make sense. His clothes felt itchy along with the back of his neck. He’d mumbled some excuse about finding a friend and walked out of the club without a backward glance. Now, as he climbed out of the backseat of the town car that had driven him uptown to the venue, he found himself scanning the sidewalk for sight of her. Which was ridiculous, since she would be inside, right? He just wanted to be sure. He was that desperate to get eyes on her.


    Fuck that, he wanted everything on her. Eyes, hands, mouth. The poor girl had no idea what was coming through those doors. She’d left him to roast for four days and now he was overcooked. If he made it an hour at this goddamn gala without dragging her to the nearest dark corner to screw her into a stupor, he’d be shocked. He was already hard just thinking about gripping those mouthwatering curves and telling her in vivid detail what a cock tease she was. Giving him a taste, then vanishing for the better part of a week. Honestly, it was outright torture.


    He declined the coat check with a smile and walked toward the opulent ballroom. The girl working the door in a headset didn’t ask him for an invitation or check his name against the list she was holding, she simply waved him through with a nervous laugh. All right, this is what I’m talking about. Guys who could rock a tux well enough to forgo security measures didn’t get possible crushes. They walked in like they owned the joint and let the girl come to him. Much better. No more un-Oliver.


    Confidence intact, he breezed into the opulent ballroom, immediately being swallowed by buzzing conversation, semi-darkness, elegant music being played by a ten piece band in the corner of the room. Taller than most, he could see over the top of the milling crowd, his gaze landing on Eliza as if she’d called his name.


    Good Lord. His breath felt trapped in his lungs, feet glued to the floor. Like that dream where you see something you want but have no way of reaching it. Eliza stood in the room’s center, near the dance floor, talking to an older woman over a champagne flute. She had to be the only person in the room wearing white. It made her stand out, like someone had trained a spot light on her. The dress was short, but the material loose, making it modest and an ungodly degree of sexy at the same time. Her front was covered entirely, but a sequined strap went down the middle of her almost completely bared back, connecting to the material just above her ass. It showed off two dimples he hadn’t yet had the chance to explore and it pissed him off mightily to know that. To know other men were seeing the perfection of her back for the first time, same as him. He tore his attention away from her back and traveled the long length of her legs, accentuated by silver stiletto heels. Remembering how tight those legs had squeezed his bucking hips, he had to look away or his below the belt predicament would become obvious to everyone around him. Especially if he took an eye out.


    A passing waiter offered him a glass of champagne. He drained it in one shot.


    Okay, maybe he had a little more than just a crush on Eliza. Did they call it a crush because it made you want to crush objects with your fists until every man with a pair of eyeballs stopped looking at her? He tugged on his collar. This tuxedo didn’t feel so good anymore. It felt restricting, like its sole mission in being created was to choke the air out of him. Would it be weird if he ripped one of these thousand dollar tablecloths off a table and wrapped her up in it? Just until he could get her into another room and completely naked, of course. Where only he could see her.


    “Oliver?”


    That wasn’t Eliza’s voice. She was too far away. Who was talking to him and forcing him to stop staring at her? He turned toward the source of his name and found a black-haired girl in an electric-blue dress beaming back at him. Shit. His mind flipped around like a Rolodex. Name…name…name… “Hey, look at you. You look great.”


    “Thank you!” She launched herself at him, and he had no choice but to hug her back. Even though he couldn’t for the life of him remember how he knew her. She could have been his dental assistant and he’d have no idea. Even as he hoped for that outcome, he knew the chances were slim. He’d probably slept with her. “What are you doing here?”


    He shot a glance toward the dance floor and saw Eliza watching him, looking a little sad. She seemed to bolster herself with a smile, shrugging at him as if to say: What’re you gonna do? Can’t take you anywhere, playboy. Then she turned her back on him and went back to her conversation.


    Frustration clawed at him. If he didn’t think security would drag him out, regardless of how he wore a tux, he would have grabbed the nearest oversized centerpiece and dropkicked it through the picture window overlooking the dance floor. Eliza was right. This was the life he’d created for himself. He couldn’t go anywhere without a one night stand crawling out of the woodwork. Why would she want to spend more than three nights with him? She saw him as a joke and nothing more.


    He remembered Blue Dress had asked him a question and he hadn’t even answered. What was it? Why are you here? Why, indeed. “I’m here on a date, actually. I better get to her.”


    “Right. A date.” She winked at him, as if they were in on the same joke, running her fingertips up the inside of his sleeve. “You know, I applied for an internship at ReVAMPed, but I haven’t heard anything. It would be so fun to work together.”


    God save him. “Caroline is in charge of hiring. You should talk to her.”


    “I’ll mention your name,” she said, sounding pleased. He’d have to discuss this with Caroline on Monday. Although, what would he say? Don’t hire any girls in blue dresses? “Hey, do you want to grab a drink after this? I’m already bored.”


    “No, I…”


    Oliver shot a glance toward Eliza, praying she wasn’t seeing this blatant come-on. Oh, she wasn’t. She was just talking to another man, for fuck sake. Jealousy, a feeling that was fast becoming familiar, scraped in his chest like a thorn bush. How had this night gotten off to such a shitty start? All he wanted was to spend time with one freaking girl, and he couldn’t get within a hundred yards of her. Well, he wasn’t about to stand here and let someone move in on Eliza. Not going to happen. This arrangement between them was far from over. Time to rally, Preston.


    He gave Blue Dress’s hand a gentle squeeze before removing it from his arm. “I’m sorry, I really have to go. It was great to see you.”


    Without waiting for a response, he skirted past a cluster of elegantly dressed party-goers, making his way toward the dance floor. As he got closer to Eliza, he recognized the man she was speaking with. Conrad Sterns. The client she’d come here to land. She was making her pitch.


    During his week in purgatory, he might have Googled the guy, once or twice, to see what Eliza was up against. Roughly the same age as Oliver, the guy had made a lucrative investment in a technology company that won a government contract the following year. Now he spent most of his nights at Scores, an upscale strip club on the West Side of Manhattan. That part wasn’t mentioned in the papers or investment trades. In addition to his Google searches, Oliver might have also made a phone call or two about Sterns. Just out of mild curiosity, of course.


    He slowed to a stop at the edge of the dance floor, worried if he interrupted Eliza’s pitch, he might wreck her chances. But as the continued to watch, it was obvious Sterns wasn’t listening to a damn thing she said. Apart from his casual perusal of Eliza’s legs, his mind was probably off getting a lap dance on the West Side. Don’t interfere. Don’t.


    Sterns gave her an absent nod and leaned back, actually leaned back, to check her out. Oh, that did it. He didn’t have the decency to hide his indecency. Oliver walked onto the dance floor that had started to fill out with people and claimed Eliza by settling a hand on her waist. She jumped a little, but recovered with a smile.


    “Er—hi.” She tilted her head to let him kiss her cheek. “Conrad Sterns, meet Oliver—”


    “Preston,” Sterns finished enthusiastically, holding out his hand. “I subscribe to ReVAMPed. Big fan of the magazine.”


    Yeah. I’m still not a fan of yours, buddy. “Thank you. That’s great to hear.” A waitress approached with a tray of drinks, and he handed a fresh glass of champagne to Eliza, declining one for himself. “We’re still trying to find the right balance. We value the readership who are sticking with us through all the changes.”


    “Well count me in.” He gave Oliver a sly look. “Of course, I just read it for the financial articles.”


    “Of course,” Oliver echoed, his smiled feeling strained. Why was everyone assuming he was in on their dirty jokes tonight? He didn’t want to be in on them. Reflexively, he pulled Eliza into his side. “What were you talking about before I rudely interrupted?”


    Instead of answering his question, Sterns split a thoughtful look between him and Eliza. “Are you two…together?”


    Eliza stiffened against him. “Mr. Preston is just a friend.”


    Oh, she did not just call me Mr. Preston. Again. God, he’d usually be relieved to hear a girl refer to him as just a friend. Not tonight. Not with this slime ball leering at her. Not when she looked so beautiful it made him ache. Not happening. He needed to salvage this meeting for her and warn the other man, every man, away in one fell swoop, so that’s exactly what he would do.


    Oliver clutched at his chest. “A friend? You’re killing me, bunny.” He shook his head sadly at Sterns…and told the truth. “She’s too good for me, and she knows it. That’s not going to stop me from chasing her, though. Eliza’s worth every ounce of the misery she’s putting me through.”


    “Is that right?” Sterns eyed Eliza with renewed interest, but this time his gaze was above the neck where it should be. Respectful. “What did you say about setting up a consultation? You’ll have to excuse me, my mind is a million miles away tonight.”


    Eliza wasn’t smiling as he’d expected her to be. “Um, consultation.” She reached into her clutch purse, took out a glossy business card and handed it to Sterns. “Yes, I can do Thursday or Friday next week, but of course, we can work around your schedule.”


    “Friday will work fine.” He held up the card. “I’ll have my assistant call your office.”


    “Perfect.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Eliza wanted to chuck her drink at Conrad Sterns’ retreating back. She should be elated that she’d managed to secure a consultation, as had been her plan. Once she managed to get inside his house, she would wow him. She had enough confidence to be sure of that. Her boss would be thrilled. Instead, all she felt was shortchanged. Until Oliver arrived on the scene, Sterns had been about as attentive as a ficus. Her association with Oliver had basically bought her credibility she should have earned on her own. And that ticked her off.


    She rounded on Oliver. “Why did you do that?”


    “Do what?” he returned. Way too quickly.


    “Swoop in like a hero to save the little lady. I was doing great on my own. Stupendous.”


    He sighed, probably wishing he’d left with the girl in the blue dress. She refused to consider her anger at him might partially stem from what she’d witnessed when he arrived. Refused.


    “Eliza…you could be Madonna’s interior designer and that dude wouldn’t have blinked. Some men are just like that. They’re not listening no matter what you say.”


    “They’re like you, you mean?” Oliver flinched, and she immediately wanted to weep. Since when had she started getting angry at him over his very nature? It wasn’t her job to judge him. How dare she? “I’m sorry, that was out of line. I didn’t mean it. You’re nothing like him.”


    “No, you’re right.” He sounded numb. “I am.”


    Eliza felt helpless. There she stood, in the middle of an extravagant, romantically-lit ballroom with a gorgeous man right in front of her who’d only been trying to help, and she’d let petty jealousy ruin their night. Before it even started. Worse, she thought she really might have damaged his feelings. Her chest felt hollow at the very idea. “Look, I…this is stupid. But I saw you talking to that girl earlier, and I just got angry. You were supposed to be here as my date, you know?” She closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to see the probable horror on his face. She’d all but admitted to being jealous over him. God. “And you’re right, Sterns is an asshole. He saw me as a pair of talking legs. I just wanted to nail him down on my own.”


    She opened her eyes to find Oliver watching her with an unreadable expression. Hope? Disbelief? It disappeared before she count decide. He cleared his throat, looking uncharacteristically uncomfortable. “Look, maybe I shouldn’t have intervened, but I took a chance. It’s common knowledge that he shies away from investing in female-run companies. I can’t see it being any different with whatever design firm he hires. You were fighting a losing battle.”


    “How did you know that?” She murmured, feeling stunned. “I didn’t even know that.”


    “I asked around.” He shrugged. “I wanted to help you.”


    Uh oh. Eliza’s pulse went crazy, and she felt suddenly drunk. As if she’d indulged in way more than two glasses of champagne. Around her, the room went darker, candles brighter. He’d spent time thinking of her, wanting her to succeed. Taking steps to ensure that success. She should have been angry that he didn’t think she could do it on her own, but she wasn’t. She couldn’t be when he’d done it so harmlessly. The hollowness she’d felt in her chest moments ago was gone, like it was never there, replaced with the heavy pounding of her heart. She heard it so loudly in her head, she swore it was being played over a loud speaker. That same heaviness crept lower and lower until her thighs tightened of their own accord. She was fairly certain her jaw had dropped over Oliver’s admission, but couldn’t command her brain to close it. Brain full to capacity.


    His throat worked and he glanced away. He thinks I’m still angry.


    “Eliza, I’m—”


    She kissed him. Just grabbed the lapels of his tuxedo, yanked him close and kissed him like they were in the final scene of an action movie. He didn’t stop to ask questions, because this was Oliver she was kissing. With a starved growl, he flicked his tongue into her mouth the second she opened to him, claiming her mouth as if he’d only been waiting for the opportunity. Lips glided, tongues stroked greedily, chests heaved against one another. Eliza pushed up on her toes to get closer to his skilled mouth. Amazing. No one tasted like him, moved like him. His hand inched lower on her back. Oh, please. I need his hands on my ass. Need them everywhere.


    He pulled back with a curse, but didn’t let go of her. “Goddammit, Eliza,” he whispered furiously. “You can’t kiss me like that unless we’re somewhere I can unclothe and fuck you.”


    Flames licked at her body. “Take me somewhere.”


    His gaze moved over her head, scanning the crowd. “Not yet, babe. We just gave everyone quite a show and if we leave now, they’ll know I’m just looking for a dark place to sink my cock between your excruciatingly spreadable thighs.” He walked her further onto the dance floor. “My reputation isn’t salvageable, but there’s no way in hell I’m taking you with me.”


    Afraid to look behind her and see who’d witnessed the kind of kiss usually reserved for the bedroom, Eliza moved into his arms and let him draw her close. She placed one arm around his neck, let him hold her opposite hand. Being close to him like this wasn’t helping her condition, only heightening her need. It wasn’t wise to behave this way in front of her boss, her colleagues…potential clients, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. She felt compelled to get as close as possible, soak him in. They were pressed so tightly together, she could feel his stomach muscles bunching against her, his steely erection at her belly, his breath at her ear.


    “Eliza, have I told you how much I love your pussy?”


    She moaned and lost her balance. He caught her against his hard body without missing a beat, keeping them swaying to the music. To anyone watching, the slip might have been imperceptible, but inside of her a maelstrom of sensations whipped in a frenzy.


    “When I had my tongue in it…when it started shaking for me…I thought I’d never taste anything sweeter. My smooth, wet Eliza.” He subtly rolled his hips and her breath caught. “I was wrong, though, wasn’t I? Having you squeeze my dick and tongue fuck my mouth at the same time? I’m not going to recover from that, you little traitor. You want no strings attached? Then stop fucking me up.”


    How could she stop her body from writhing against him when he said things like that? As they turned in a slow circle, she saw her boss, Regina, watching them with interest, but even that didn’t break through the haze of lust blanketing her. She floated in a dream-like state, anchored only by Oliver. “I’m not doing anything on purpose.”


    “Of course not,” he grated, then seemed to attempt to reign himself in with a deep breath. “You know what I was thinking when that girl had her hands on me?” He didn’t wait for her answer, but continued in a seductive tone of voice. “I was thinking about how your screams sounded echoing in my shower. Like a girl who’d just found out what a good fucking is supposed to feel like. A girl who’d finally gotten what her virgin-tight body was needing all along. Isn’t that right, babe? Who gave you what you needed?”


    “You did, Oliver. Please. I need it again.”


    “I should have gone to your apartment days ago. Should have knocked on your door and reminded you who’s in charge of when and how these lessons take place.” His fingers traced up her spine to grip the back of her neck. Just that subtle show of force sent a bolt of lightning to her core. Yes. Take control of me. “That reminds me, Eliza. The next time you call me Mr. Preston, you’ll be looking up at me from your knees before you can blink. You’re going to keep your eyes trained on me while I will fuck the word Mister right out of your mouth. Is that understood?”


    She moaned, wetness settling between her thighs. “I can’t wait any longer. Oh God, I can’t—”


    “That makes two of us.” He bit down on her ear lobe. “I’ve been here for a handful of meetings. I know there’s a conference room through that door to my left. You will go there and wait for me immediately.” The friction between their bodies was getting to be too much. “I’m not going to lie. I can’t promise I won’t make you scream loud enough to drown out the band. You want to take that chance?”


    “Yes.” Was that her talking? She barely recognize her voice. “I don’t have a choice.”


    “What is your safe word, Eliza?”


    “Cookie.”


    “Go.”


    …


    Eliza ran her fingers over the cool wood of the forty-seat conference table. Yes, she’d counted the chairs. She needed a distraction, something to keep her from exploding into a million fragments. Her body hummed uncontrollably, so desperate for satisfaction that sweat had broken out along her neck and forehead. In the quiet room, her soft, panting breaths were amplified. The sound turned her on even more, until one hand inched its way up her thigh, moving of its own volition. A couple strokes of her clit while replaying Oliver’s harsh words to her on the dance floor and she’d be free of this gripping need. This desire. It was so thick, she couldn’t drag in a full breath. Just one touch.


    She leaned back against the wall and ran a finger down the center of her damp panties. Using her middle and ring finger, she pressed the material against her sensitive nub, moved them in a slow circle. Just as a whimper broke from her throat, the door opened and Oliver walked inside.


    “Don’t you dare.” He rounded the table, coming toward her with a full head of steam. His sexuality blasted her the closer he came, as if he were projecting it. She watched hungrily as he ripped off his tuxedo jacket and threw it unceremoniously on the table. His face, his body, were so compelling she wanted to weep, while at the same time his hard edge instilled a kick of danger. This was what a man looked like before he took a woman hard. Fierce. Rough. A little angry. She wanted all of it. So bad. “You trying to cheat me out of one of your orgasms, Eliza? When I’ve been out of my goddamn mind for days to feel you shake and clench?”


    “I just—”


    “You just better listen. That’s what you just.” He reached her then and spun her until she faced the conference table. A powerful hand splayed at the center of her back, before pushing her forward. Her cheek pressed against the smooth surface, hot breaths heaving in and out to fog the polished wood. She couldn’t see what he was doing, but the cool air against her bottom, the gathering of material at her waist, told her he’d lifted her dress. Exposing her. “Put your palms flat on the table and don’t move. If you do, I will slap your ass until you can’t stand.”


    Eliza’s legs liquefied. What if that’s what I want? Should I move? No, just trust him. She exulted in the feeling the bent over position gave her. The damp flesh between her legs swelled and pulsated, anticipating being filled by Oliver at any second. Every beat that passed without his hardness inside of her was painful. “I need you inside me so bad,” she moaned. “Please, it hurts.”


    “Really? I could’ve sworn you wanted to wait.” His growl stoked the fire inside her even higher. “I can’t imagine any other reason for you to wear panties when I’ve forbidden them. You’ve wasted my time, Eliza. And now I’ll waste yours.”


    “No.” She pressed her hips against the table, seeking relief and finding none. “I forgot.”


    “Is that right?” His footsteps moved away from her. Nooo. Come back. “I’m going to forget something, too, so we’re even. How does privacy sound?” The sound of the window blinds being drawn startled her into looking over her shoulder. Oh my God. Her naked backside was now on display before an uncovered window. While her instincts screamed at her to cover herself, Oliver’s directions kept her glued to the table. It wasn’t easy. Not at all. Especially when across the street, a party raged on the roof of a hotel. Smartly dressed clusters of people sipped cocktails. She couldn’t hear them from this distance, making them seem like a muted television program, but they were there. Could very likely see her if they happened to glance over at the building.


    Her pounding heart echoed louder and louder in her ears. The longer she stood there exposed, the less apprehension remained. She focused on Oliver’s hot eyes traveling over her flesh, his hand gripping the fly of his pants, stroking. My job. Mine. “Oliver,” she said hoarsely. “I’m dying.”


    His attention snapped to hers, and she saw a flash of concern, before it vanished. He was behind her in a flash, dragging her sodden panties down her legs. That act alone caused her to tremble. God, she felt so empty without him.


    “Get your legs up on the table. Show me how you do the splits.” He hooked a hand beneath her knee and lifted it into the hard surface, her thigh brushing his rigid erection on the way. “Be a good girl and give me what I want. So I can give you what you’re dying for.”


    It was one thing to have her bare bottom visible to the party taking place across the street, but if she spread her legs on the table, every inch of her would be on display. Why did the idea of it make her pulse skitter out of control? “What if they see?”


    He palmed her between her thighs, eliciting a strangled cry from her mouth. Using the heel of his hand, he grinded slow circles over her clit. “They might get lucky enough to see what I’m about to own, but they can’t have it, can they? This is all mine. Get up on the table.”


    Eliza didn’t hesitated another second. The urgency battering her from the inside had grown unbearable to deny him what he wanted. What she needed. Supporting herself on shaky hands, she pressed her body forward, spread her legs and stretched them out on either side of her on the edge of the table. Oliver shouted a curse, drawing an answering gasp from her lips. A rich, dizzying feeling assailed her, so intoxicating her vision went temporarily dark. This was bad. So very bad. But it felt unbelievable. Knowing what he could see from behind with her sitting in the splits, knowing he liked what he saw, made her wish she could show him more, even though it was impossible. The harsh groans behind her left no room for doubt on that score. She was on display for him. His to peruse, memorize.


    The sound of a condom wrapper ripping intensified her longing, as did the gruff question that followed. “Would you like to know what today’s lesson is?”


    She leaned down and pressed her forehead against the cool surface. Her neck wouldn’t support her under the rush of anticipation. “Yes.”


    Between her legs, she felt the smooth head of his erection, rubbing, enticing. “Whenever you make my cock this hard, I’m going to find a way to get it inside your pussy.” He drove every inch of himself into her, ripping a scream from her throat. “That’s the fucking lesson.”


    Eliza’s senses fired, then swarmed around where their bodies joined. Her entire being, her next breath, depended on his movements. He ground his hips into her once, pushing his hard length deep, deep. “Ahhh. Again, please. Please.”


    “There’s my little beggar. Back for more?” He gripped both sides of her ass in his hands and rammed into her so hard, her hands skidded on the table. “I’ll give you as much as you can take.”


    “I can take it,” she gritted out. “All of it.”


    “You think so?” Both hands found her shoulders to keep her steady as he bore down on her, thrusting into her several times in quick succession. The buildup of dazzling pleasure it created had her mouth dropping open to cry out, but no sound emerging. He was huge inside of her, stretching her to accommodate every inch of him. Jarring her over and over against the table. Giving her no choice. “The rougher I am, the wetter you get, Eliza? You’re going to kill me.”


    “Oliver—”


    He seized her jaw with one hand, forcing her head up and cutting off her next litany of begging. When he spoke, his mouth moved over her ear, bathing it with his hot breath. The way he leaned over her sent him pumping into her at a different angle. One that caused his flesh to slide over her clit, her sensitive front wall. “You think the people outside can see what I’m doing to you, babe?” His hips moved like pistons. Faster. Harder. “You think they’re wondering what the hell I did to get it so good? I certainly am. But I’m going to make sure you need it again. And again. Make sure you can’t sleep or eat without remembering what I feel like, you tight little beauty.”


    Eliza moaned. Climax loomed so close, her muscles felt ready to explode or give out. She didn’t know. Her arms trembled at her sides, hands clawing at the table.


    Oliver growled and sunk his teeth into her neck, hand still clasping her jaw. “They might be able to see what I’m doing to you, but they can’t feel how you’re trying to wring the come out of me.” Sweat fell from his forehead onto the table. “They can’t hear the way my flesh smacks yours, loud and wet. They wish they could, but I’m the only,” thrust “one,” thrust “fucking you.” Thrustthrustthrust. “Aren’t I?”


    “Yes.” With her answer came a rippling flood of sensation so potent, she bucked against the table, her body not sure how to handle it all. Every muscle she possessed spasmed uncontrollably. Oliver continued to pound into her from behind, groaning at the force of her orgasm. She could feel her flesh convulsing around him, knew instinctively it pleased him and he wouldn’t be far behind.


    “You’re making me come. Don’t want to stop, but…” He gripped her hips and yanked her back, pushing deep at the same time. His fingers dug into her flesh possessively. “Ah fuck, take it all. Take it.”


    Feeling Oliver’s powerful body shake had to be one of the most amazing feelings in her life. Pride, awe…something she couldn’t explore when her emotions were too raw. It threatened to encompass her, drag her into an unknown abyss. Just like last time, she felt a spark of panic. As if she’d let a piece of herself fly away and could never get it back.


    Oliver’s lips tracing her shoulder, kissing her neck, anchored her immediately.


    Just as quickly as the panic receded, it came back.


    What would she do when Oliver wasn’t there to ground her?

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    One lesson left.


    Oliver leaned against the hallway wall and watched Eliza return to the party. When she reached the door and looked at him over her shoulder with a hint of uncertainty, he nodded at her to let her know he’d be right behind her. Honestly, he didn’t even know if the gap in their returns would make an ounce of difference. They both looked how he felt. Satisfied. Fucked up. Shell-shocked. All of the above.


    As soon as the door closed behind her, he slumped against the wall. Time to take stock. He’d just had heaven-glimpsing sex with an amazing girl. An unbelievable girl. The next step was to have a drink and cab it home, maybe heat up some leftovers and watch the Discovery Channel. His usual plan shouldn’t make him feel smothered in loneliness. He was living the dream right?


    No. It had stopped being his dream. He wanted his usual routine, but…he wanted someone with him while he did it. Not just any someone, though. The girl had a face. A beautiful face that he was just starting to acknowledge had been living in his head for a while. Too long. He hadn’t been ready to see it. Now that he had, he was too fucking late. He was all used up. If an exact replica of him tried to date Eliza, he would talk her out of it. Could hear the speech in his head, clear as day. Eliza, you can do way better than that scum bag. He’ll use you without thinking twice. You can’t change him.


    She had changed him, though. Or maybe he’d just been sitting back, dying for her to make the first move, knowing he’d be damned for making it himself. He didn’t know. He only knew he wanted to go back out into the party, scoop her up and bring her home. Lay her down on his bed and kiss every inch of her, promise her that he’d be gentler this time. It felt like what he was supposed to do. He didn’t want to make an appointment to fuck her one more time, then call them square. Set her up with someone who wouldn’t fully understand whose presence he’d been gifted with. Jesus.


    He bent forward and put his hands on his knees, trying to breathe through the horror of that. This is what all those nights of empty sex had led to. He felt like Ebenezer Scrooge in A Christmas Carol and the Ghost of Hook-Ups Past had just shown up to take him on a tour of Hell. But he wouldn’t wake up from this. If he scheduled that final lesson with Eliza, he’d be dooming himself to watch her walk away.


    So he wouldn’t.


    The light bulb went off in Oliver’s head, and he slowly straightened. If he didn’t schedule the final lesson, she couldn’t leave. Couldn’t go out with Porter. They’d agreed on it, taken a shot of ouzo to seal the deal. Okay. So what did he do with the stay of execution?


    When he let the idea settle, his heart started to pound. Could he? Could he…try and keep her? If he spent time with her, just the two of them, without sex being the reason, maybe he could convince her he wasn’t past redemption. He couldn’t be. Not when he felt like the world would stop turning after their final lesson. And hey, hey, Ebenezer Scrooge redeemed himself at the end A Christmas Carol, didn’t he? Sure did. Showed up with a big-ass turkey and everything.


    New game plan. Get Eliza alone and don’t have sex with her. Sounded shitty on the surface, but if he could get her to see past Oliver the Womanizer, he had to believe she’d give him a shot. The alternative was to fuck her blind one more time, cement his addiction to her, then watch her bail. Not an option at this point.


    He shadowboxed the air in front of him and stretched his neck, feeling optimistic for the first time in weeks. Until he acknowledged what he was up against. A disinterested female. God help him.


    After straightening his bow tie, he went toward the door Eliza had gone through and nudged it open. His gaze found her at the bar ordering a drink. Long minutes passed before he realized he’d been staring at her. God, he wanted her. For keeps. He wanted to make her laugh. Wanted to be the man who had the privilege of showing up at the party and being introduced as her boyfriend. Eliza’s boyfriend. It sounded so innocent but it made him hard. It made him wish he’d kept her back in the conference room for round two. Maybe he could have passed it off as lesson two point five.


    Jesus, he was already fucking up the plan. He pasted a casual expression on his face and strode into the ballroom, his attention locked on Eliza’s smooth, exposed back. He could do this. Convincing women of his worth was his thing, right? Yeah. It actually mattered this time, though. If he failed, he lost the girl.


    A knot tightened in his stomach. I can’t fail.


    When Oliver was ten feet away, he watched the bartender prop his elbows on the bar in front of Eliza, lean close and smile. Oliver’s step faltered a little under the hot, blast of jealousy. His hands curled into fists, his jaw clenched. Easy, man. Sweaty, clenchy jealous guy isn’t exactly charming. Damn, if he felt like this over a flirting bartender, he’d have to be put in an asylum if she went out with Porter. Smoothly—he hoped—Oliver moved in beside Eliza and let a hand slide across her back to settle on her hip. When the bartender’s eyes snagged on his hand, he gave her a hard squeeze through the silk. Eliza sucked in a breath and sent him a questioning look, obviously thrown by his possessive behavior. Hang on, babe, I’m just getting started.


    “I…um.” She gestured toward the bartender. “Oliver, this is Jerry.”


    Oliver tipped his head in greeting. “Thank you for keeping her company.” In other words, fuck off.


    “It was my pleasure.” Jerry tossed a white towel over his shoulder. “I didn’t mean to overstep, it’s just that not a lot of customers order ouzo at the bar.”


    “I understand.” He almost pulled off a friendly tone, but not quite. “Although I’m sure her being the most beautiful woman in the room didn’t hurt, either.”


    “Not even a little.” Jerry laughed and walked off, presumably to pour their ouzo. Oliver felt Eliza’s gaze on him and turned. Her expression reminded him of earlier, right after he’d informed her of his research on Conrad Sterns. Maybe simply telling the truth about how he felt was the answer? Definitely something to explore. “What is it?”


    “Nothing.” She smiled as Jerry set down glasses in front of them. “I just forget sometimes how easy you make it look.”


    “I don’t understand.” But he had a feeling he wasn’t going to like it. “What do I make look easy?”


    She drew a pattern on the bar with her index finger. “You say things that would sound like a line coming from anyone else. It’s an incredible talent.”


    “Nothing I say to you is a line.”


    “See?”


    Attempting to hide his frustration, he tossed back the ouzo Jerry had poured. “I don’t need to use lines on you, Eliza. We’ve already gone to bed together.” They both flinched at his words. Mayday. Mayday. “That came out wrong. Completely.”


    “I spoke too soon. You’re not as smooth as I thought.”


    “Good,” he said on a pent-up breath. “I don’t want you to think I’m smooth.”


    She stared at him. “I am so confused right now.”


    He massaged his forehead. “Have lunch with me on Monday?”


    “So not helping with the confusion.”


    In fifth grade, his mother had found the Cliff’s Notes to Cyrano de Bergerac in his book bag and forced him to read the entire book, cover to cover. Right now, he wished like hell he had someone feeding him poetic words. The right words. He’d take a pass on the giant nose. He hadn’t really thought this through, had he? Why would he be asking Eliza to lunch? They had never gone out without Caroline as a buffer before. Their arrangement didn’t include a prix fixe. Of course she’d be thrown off.


    “Oh.” Her smile seemed strained. “Lesson three. I wasn’t expecting it in the middle of the day. I guess you want to make it quick.”


    “No, I—” Oliver cut himself off. It hurt him to know she thought he wanted to hurry up and end their arrangement, but as long as he got her out to lunch, he could worry about correcting her assumption later. Let her think it was about sex. When she got there and realized he just wanted to feed her and look at her, maybe grab a kiss or two—he wanted to be her boyfriend, not her priest—she’d be even more surprised. It might even be to his advantage. So what to tell her now? The truth? “I want to see you in the daylight,” he whispered.


    For a moment, she looked stunned. Maybe even a little hopeful, but she eventually laughed. “There you are, Oliver. I was worried about you.”


    Another line. She thought it was another line. This wasn’t going to be easy. “Do you want to dance again?”


    She glanced toward the now-crowded dance floor. “No, actually I think I just want to go home. It’s Shark Week.”


    He nearly choked on his tongue. “What?”


    “Never mind.” She slid gracefully off her chair. “Want to split a cab?”


    Fuck yes, he did. But he wanted to go home to the same place, and she’d only laugh at him or think he wanted more sex. “I’ll walk you out and hail one for you.”


    “Aren’t you…staying?”


    Oliver noticed her gaze had snagged on something over his shoulder. Brow dipping, he turned to find Blue Dress, the girl who’d waylaid him earlier, staring at him over the top of a champagne flute. Talk about Shark Week. She looked ready to strike. He gave her an absent smile he hoped wouldn’t encourage. It didn’t work. Without taking her attention off him, she set her glass down on a passing tray and swayed toward him. Oliver watched in slow motion as the girl punched another gaping hole in his chances with Eliza.


    “So.” She flicked a dismissive glance at Eliza. “Are we still getting out of here?”


    Seriously? When had the universe decided it hated him? “No. We’re not. Excuse me.” Without another word, he turned back to Eliza. At least, where Eliza had been a second ago. Where the hell…?


    He caught up with her at the door. “Hey. Where are you going?”


    “I can hail my own cab. Really.”


    “Eliza,” he blocked her path and gripped her elbows. “Let me explain.”


    “You shouldn’t have to.” She looked up at the ceiling. “It shouldn’t matter.”


    “But it does?” Heart in his throat, he shook her a little. “But it does, Eliza?”


    “No….I don’t know. I have to go.”


    A powerful combination of hope and disappointment kept him rooted to the spot, watching as she sailed past the coat check and out into the lobby. He followed a second later, hailed a cab and went home to watch Shark Week alone.


    And to regroup.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Eliza snagged the pages from the printer and stapled them neatly. There. She’d spent the morning—not to mention most of her Sunday—getting her game plan ready for her meeting with Conrad Sterns. Unable to sleep after the gala Saturday night, she’d dug deeper than her initial research and found a magazine feature Conrad’s ex-wife had done two years ago. In it, she was quoted as saying, “My husband is a minimalist. Or he thinks he is, anyway. If he didn’t step on fur the second he swings his legs out of bed, he’d expire from discomfort.” Just that single quote alone had given Eliza an inside track as to what she would pitch to Conrad. Understated luxury. Hidden comforts. She had his number now.


    Unfortunately, with her work completed for the morning, she didn’t have anything left to distract herself with. She hadn’t heard from Oliver since leaving him at the gala Saturday night, nor should she expect to hear from him. He’d gone home with that girl who’d looked ready to swallow him in one bite and probably rolled out of her bed an hour later not even remembering what they’d done together in the conference room just hours before. Too bad she didn’t have that luxury. Even keeping herself busy with work, she felt the residual effects of Oliver. Whisker burn on her cheek. Sore hips where he’d gripped and jerked her body, impaled it with his own. Sensitivity between her legs that wouldn’t seem to fade. Every time she crossed them, the silk of her panties would slide over her core just enough to make her catch her breath. Think of how he’d felt inside her. Relive it.


    In the conference room Saturday night, she hadn’t been able to squash the feeling that they had a…bond. One that none of his other flings could boast. She’d oscillated between maybe, just maybe he feels something for me and get real, kind of like an adult version of he loves me, he loves me not. She’d gone into these lessons knowing the score, but somewhere between that first shot of ouzo and their dance floor kiss, she’d started to feel more than the usual attraction to Oliver. As far back as she could remember, his very presence had heated her, made her aware of her body, but she’d never let it go beyond that. Purely out of self-preservation.


    Now? She was falling for him. Hard. Without a parachute.


    Knowing he’d made plans to go home with another girl, she’d still come dangerously close to showing her hand. But it matters now, Eliza? He’d asked her the question on her way out the door. She’d said no, when the word yes had been a bomb ready to explode past her lips. If he’d split a cab with her, she would have invited him in and probably made a fool out of herself. He didn’t do waffles the morning after a one-night stand.


    They weren’t a one-night stand, however. They were a three-night stand. She had one more night with Oliver before he patted her on the head and walked away. If, of course, she hadn’t managed to send him running for the commitment-free hills last night with her obvious jealousy. She might have agreed to see him exclusively until the lessons ended, but he’d made no such promise.


    If there was a tiny spark, perhaps one that Oliver had brought to life inside of her, telling her she needed to fight for him…she had to ignore it. Yes, she’d pursued her dreams in New York because she didn’t want to look back on her life and realize she’d lived it according to someone else’s terms. She’d come here to live and never felt more alive than when she was with Oliver. But making a play for his heart would be reckless. She wouldn’t come out the other side unscathed.


    The tuna sandwich she’d packed in case Oliver canceled their lunch date caught her eye. It was noon, and she hadn’t gotten a phone call or text. He must have changed his mind. Maybe it was for the best. Even if she had worn her best dress and stiletto pumps. Even if she’d worn a thong that basically consisted of two shoelaces sewn together. Jerk. Her stomach sunk to her knees as she reached for the sandwich.


    Eliza’s hand paused in mid-air when a murmur of female voices swelled outside her office door. A frown marred her brow. An interior design firm’s halls were never quiet, but this disruption in the force had a different tone. High-pitched giggles and chairs scraping back.


    Then she heard him. Oliver.


    “So this is where all the gorgeous women of New York are hiding. I’ve been looking in all the wrong places.”


    More shameless cackling.


    What is he doing here? She found herself smoothing her hair and smacked her own hand away. After forcing herself to wait an additional ten seconds, Eliza rose and poked her head out the door. What she saw caused a bittersweet smile to tug at the corner of her mouth, even as it broke her heart a little more. Oliver resembled Moses parting the Red Sea, except her co-workers had replaced the body of water, and Oliver happened to be a lot hotter than Moses. Hot didn’t really cover it, actually. He’d gone above and beyond his usual panty-dropping playboy look today. His navy suit was tailored to outline every inch of his muscled, athletic body. He looked like he’d just stepped out of the shower, as if you’d find that hard body dripping wet if you ripped off his shirt. She has pretty sure he’d neglected to shave on purpose. Even twenty feet away from him, his scent hooked around her neck and threatened to drag her toward him.


    Their gazes collided across the office. And there it was. The look. I’m already inside you, babe.


    Oh, Jesus. She tried not to be obvious about pressing her legs together when a rush of dampness made her panties feel uncomfortably tight. Silky. Her breath sounded like waves crashing in her ears. She commanded her feet to move, bring her back into the office, but his eyes kept her pinned to the spot outside her door. Holy frosted cookies. If he made a move on her right now, she’d raise the white flag of surrender so fast she’d give herself whiplash. Honestly, she should have been ashamed of herself. He’d been with someone else Saturday night and she still wanted him just as bad. More.


    “There’s the girl I came to see.” Even his voice sounded different. Gruff. Filled with intent. “You ladies don’t mind me kidnapping her for lunch, do you?” He started toward her. “I’m starving.”


    Two woman fell back into their seats.


    “Take her,” someone said. “Take her good.”


    Eliza finally managed to back into the office. She had no choice. His expression said that when he reached her, he would tear her dress off with his bare hands. Witnesses would be bad. As soon as he cleared the door, he kicked it shut. Backed against her desk, clutching at the edge with her hands, she could only watch him approach with a mixture of awe and appreciation. And something else she really needed to stop feeling.


    Oliver planted his hands on either side of her on the desk. An appreciative sound hummed in his throat as he leaned in and buried his nose against her neck. He took a deep breath and groaned. Had he just smelled her? Why did that arouse her so freaking much? “This is just lunch, Eliza. You’re making it very difficult in that dress. I’d barely have to lift it to get inside you.”


    She bit back a moan. “Why does it have to be just lunch?”


    He ignored her question. “I need you to get up on the desk and spread your legs. Let me see what I’m missing today. Give me something to work for, babe.”


    Her confusion was eclipsed by heat, her legs so shaky she couldn’t move to obey. Oliver’s throat worked as he took in her predicament. Oddly, Eliza got the impression he wanted to refrain from touching her, but she couldn’t understand why. Finally, he took a deep breath and boosted her onto the desk, before stepping back quickly. Like she’d burned him. “Oliver?”


    “Show me.” His hungry gaze was fixated on her thighs. “Show me my property. Now.”


    A shudder wracked her entire body. She understood now. This was her final lesson. The man in front of her was Oliver, the Dominant. Her instructor. Only one half of the Oliver she was in danger of falling for. Oh screw it, she’d fallen. Might as well admit it. She’d fallen for both sides of him, but while his need was real—you couldn’t fake that kind of intensity—it wasn’t reserved for her alone. He’d just called her his property, but it was all part of the illusion. She needed to remember that.


    Awareness did nothing to cull the raging lust she felt for him. A pulse throbbed between her thighs. Thighs that were dying to spread for him. Always. Keeping her attention on his face so she could memorize his reaction, Eliza slowly pushed her thighs wide, as far as they would go.


    A strangled groan ripped past his lips. “Wet for me, are you? God, I’d like to slap your clit right through that silk. You look like you’d come from five good smacks.”


    “Do it,” she whispered unevenly.


    He growled. “Don’t tempt me.”


    “I thought that was the point.”


    “Not entirely. Not anymore.” His handsome features were tight as he leaned in and pressed their foreheads together. “I didn’t go home with that silly girl Saturday night, Eliza. Now answer me honestly or I will punish your sexy, lying mouth.” He gripped her chin and tilted it up. The fire in his eyes only served to make her more frantic. For his touch. For his instructions. All of it. “Do you honestly believe that after your tight pussy wrung me dry I’d want something inferior?”


    A wave of dizzying want made her eyes flutter closed. If he didn’t have a grip on her chin, she would have swayed off the desk. “I…I don—”


    “The correct answer is no. No. Say it immediately.”


    “No.”


    He shook his head. “I want the whole thing. Say ‘my tight pussy wrung Oliver dry and now he’s ruined.’ Say it three times.”


    Eliza obeyed. Every time she said the elicit words, the quickening in her belly increased until her hips were moving in a circular motion on the desk. When she finished saying the words a third time, she waited breathlessly for what would come next.


    Oliver’s cheekbones had reddened during her recitation, his breathing deepening until it sounded like he’d run a mile. “That’s very good, Eliza. But I saw your face when I walked in here. You don’t want to want me? Is that right?” A muscle jumped in his cheek when she glanced down. “Well, I plan to make sure you spend the entire day that way. Wanting me. Needing me. Until you get used to it.”


    Anticipation buzzed in her bloodstream, but it was tempered with nerves. “How are you going to do that?”


    “We’re going to eat lunch, goddammit.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Oliver paused at Eliza’s office door and let his easygoing mask slip back into place. He’d never had any trouble shedding his dominant side, but today it had roared out of him without warning, like an uncaged beast. He’d walked into the office and seen Eliza standing at her door, stunning and fresh, yet looking almost sad to see him. Oh, there had been longing in her eyes, too, but that didn’t mean anything to him without her happiness. He wanted it all.


    A vision of her bounding toward him through the mass of co-workers and jumping into his arms flickered in his head, then stayed lit. He wanted that scene to play out in real life so bad, he almost turned and dropped to his knees in front of Eliza so he could beg.


    The idea to withhold sex under the guise of punishment had come to him on the fly. A reason to push off that final lesson while still spending time with her. Time in which she could really see him. Time for her to realize he had more to offer than pleasure. Now, he wondered if he’d been shot with a crazy dart on the way over. His poor girl looked ready to combust. It would take so little effort to reach into her panties and stroke her delicious clit so she wouldn’t hurt anymore. Could he allow her to be in pain for any length of time? The idea made him sweaty and anxious. Angry, almost. Eliza should never be anything less than satisfied all fucking day, every fucking day. Especially when she was within reaching distance.


    Stick to the plan.


    Right, the plan. He hadn’t come here to back Eliza into her office and force her to say words that would normally never pass her lips, but the urge had been undeniable. One look at her in that red strapless dress and the possessive instincts she’d awaked in him crowded out reason.


    Now that he’d gotten his He-Man spiel out of the way, he needed to refocus. He only had one shot at proving himself worthy.


    “Are you okay?”


    Just three softly spoken words from her and his dick hardened again. Christ, this was either going to be the worst or best lunch break in history. “Yeah. I’m just wondering if my delivery got here, yet.”


    “Delivery?”


    He nodded and pushed open her office door, chuckling when Eliza made a sound like whuuuh? Several waiters in crisp black uniforms went desk to desk with trays, setting down covered plates in front of Eliza’s wide-eyed coworkers. The aroma of gourmet food filled the space, drawing sighs of appreciation from the ladies and a handful of gentleman. They were all looking at one another in disbelief, shrugging as if to say, I’m not going to question a free, catered meal. Mama didn’t raise no fool.


    Eliza came to stand beside him. “What did you do?”


    “I didn’t want to chance them not letting me take you to lunch.” He looked down at her and had to restrain himself from kissing her. Had her lips gotten fuller overnight? “I figured pasta from Barbuto would give me my best shot.”


    She tried to appear reproachful, but he could detect a smile. “So this is bribery?”


    “Total bribery. Any vegans in the house?”


    “Five.”


    “Damn, I guessed four.” He took her hand and started to weave his way across the office floor, Eliza in tow. “Come on, bunny. One of those vegans will be forced to share and I don’t want you in the middle of the bloodshed.”


    They managed to make their way inside the elevator without being noticed, but immediately he was facing another dilemma. Being alone with Eliza in a confined space. She gave him an odd look when he positioned her in one corner and took the opposite. They’d only made it one floor when the door pinged open and a group of businessmen pushed inside, half of them rattling off numbers into cell phones. Either he stood next to Eliza or one of the suits crowded her against the wall. As in, not happening. Quickly, Oliver joined Eliza in the corner and braced his hands on either side of her head. Oh God. So goddamn close. He’d only have to dip his head and his mouth would be touching hers in all its perfection. She expected him to kiss her, too. He could tell by the way she subtly wet them and looked up at him through her eyelashes.


    Desperate for a distraction, Oliver looked around the elevator, hoping one of the businessmen would be picking his teeth or have massive sweat stains under his arms. Anything that might douse his urge to bang Eliza against the elevator wall. Nope, didn’t work. In fact, it backfired. Two men leered at Eliza appreciatively, then gave him the ol’ head-cocking, eyebrow lift. The silent dude salute that basically said nice one, man. Jesus. Why did that give him the urge to shout, “That’s right. Mine.” She was there with him, looking up at him. This possessiveness didn’t appear to be something he could control, so he’d have to get used to it. If she gave him the damn chance.


    When moments passed and he didn’t kiss her, Eliza gazed down at the floor. Disappointed?


    No, he wouldn’t have that. He might have a no touching rule for the day, but there were no restrictions on talking. Reminding her of how amazing they were together physically couldn’t hurt, right? Careful not to make contact, Oliver moved his body closer until they were an inch apart. Just enough to feel her body heat. He watched the pulse in her neck beat faster the closer he came. Not licking that fluttering flesh caused him actual pain.


    Trying to ignore the tightening in his briefs, he leaned in close so he could whisper in her ear. “Everyone in this elevator knows I’m fucking you. How do you feel about that?”


    She gulped in oxygen, causing her breasts to graze his chest. Fuuuck. “I don’t care.”


    “No?” She swayed her hips forward to meet his, and he shoved them away with a curse, pinning them to the wall with shaky hands. “If you don’t care then by all means, keep looking at me like that.” He raised his voice to just above a whisper, curious to see how she’d react if there was a chance someone could overhear. “They all wish they could have you, moaning and grinding in that frilly come and get it dress, but everything underneath is mine. All mine.”


    “Yes.” Eyelids fluttering, Eliza followed suit, her husky voice raising an octave. “All yours.”


    Unbelievable. His girl was game for anything. Brave, unapologetic. Magnificent. Both cell phone calls had ended behind him and heavy silence reined. Two instincts warred inside Oliver. The instinct insisting he keep the knowledge of her to himself and the instinct that this exhibitionism was turning her on like nothing else ever had. Same as Friday night. None of these men would ever lay a finger on her. He had to keep telling himself that as he spoke just a hint louder. “You sound like a girl who wants a reward, Eliza.”


    “Only if you’re the one giving it to me.” A mischievous light sparkled in her eyes. Very subtly, she reached between them and traced a finger down the ridge of his hard cock. Oliver’s mouth went dry, and he barely managed to contain a growl. It took him a moment to realize his thumbs were digging into her hips bones, took considerable effort not to push more firmly against her hand. God, she was enjoying this, wasn’t she? He must not be hiding the conflict inside of him at all because she looked triumphant after calling his bluff. She tossed her hair back over her shoulder and exposed her neck, tilted her head to one side. “What’s it going to be Oliver?”


    She’d said it out loud, not even bothering to keep her voice low. Behind him, the elevator doors rolled open to reveal the lobby. No one moved.


    “Excuse us,” Oliver said through clenched teeth. As soon as the men piled out of the elevator, muttering to each other or under their breath, he dragged Eliza out by the hand and led her to a semi-private corner of the bustling lobby. Her cheeks were flushed with excitement, gaze bright. There wasn’t anything more beautiful on the planet than her at that moment. Get her somewhere private and fuck her until she can’t see straight. That’s what he wanted to do. So damn bad. He wanted to praise her for being so free in the elevator. For letting go. But there was so much more at stake. The privilege of showing up at her office and taking her to lunch whenever he wanted. The privilege of sleeping beside her. Waking her up with his body. He took a deep breath and attempted to rein himself in. “I told you upstairs that you’d spend the day needing me, Eliza. I told you the rule and now you’re trying to break it. Should I make you wait longer? Three days? A week?” As long as I need to convince you I’m worth a damn.


    The sparkle in her eyes dimmed, but her breath caught at the command in his voice. “No, I don’t want that.”


    “Good. Let’s go.”


    He tugged her toward the exit, but she resisted, searching his face. “Oliver,” she murmured, “tell me what this is really about. I…you seem stressed. I don’t want to be the reason for that.”


    His heart constricted, denial burning through his chest. With the lobby’s crowds swirling around them and voices funneling together to create white noise, she became the only tangible thing in the room. Maybe in his life. Her eyes were his safety net as her statement hung in the air. Could he be honest with her? Reveal himself, right here in this moment? Logically, he didn’t think he could risk it. Not when he knew how she saw him. A responsibility-free player. But his instincts, maybe even the organ pounding so furiously in his ribcage, begged him to unload the burden. Tell her. She’ll understand.


    “Eliza, I’m—”


    His cell phone went off in his jacket pocket, tinny and loud. Son of a bitch. With an impatient noise, he reached into his pocket without looking and silenced the cell. Immediately, it started ringing again. She looked concerned as she watched him give in, dragging his phone out to check the screen. “Just answer it. We’re not in a rush.”


    Oliver had the absurd desire for her to be less understanding, to demand he ignore the call and continue with what he’d wanted to say. But when he told Eliza he needed her in his life, it wouldn’t be with the Batman theme song playing in the background. He ran an irritated hand through his hair and checked the screen. Manhattan area code, but no name…weird. It could be an advertiser ready to pull the trigger, though, so he had to answer. He gave Eliza an apologetic look. “Oliver Preston.”


    “Yeah, hi. Howya doing?” A thick Queens accent reached him. “This is Joe De Luca. You’ve been trying to get in touch with my niece about that scholarship?”


    “Yes.” Oliver patted every pocket he had, searching frantically for a pen. Eliza handed him one, along with a notepad she magically produced from her purse.


    God, I love this woman.


    An innocent thought, sure, but it only took a split second to realize…he’d meant it. In every sense. A dull roar started in the back of his head and surged louder. He loved her. He loved Eliza. Not because she’d handed him a pen, but because she’d somehow known this call went beyond the usual importance. It was right there in her encouraging expression. Okay, calm down. Now you know. He’d have to think about it later, when she wasn’t standing two feet away looking at him like he’d sprouted horns. Why was she looking at him like that? Shit. The phone call. “Your niece hasn’t returned any of my calls.”


    “That’s Frankie. She’s mule-headed like her mother, God rest her soul.”


    There was a scratching sound on the other end, and Oliver got the impression the other man was crossing himself. “So you’re calling on her behalf?”


    “Look, she’d pitch a shit fit if she knew I was calling you.” He lowered his voice. “She just walked in for her lunch break, though. I figure she’ll sit still for about twenty minutes, give or take, if you wanted to swing by and plead your case. ABC Cab Company on the West Side Highway.”


    Oliver wanted to ask how he’d become the one pleading to give away money. Shouldn’t it be the opposite? Why did that fact that this girl didn’t want the money only assure him she was the right candidate? He looked at Eliza, watching him so patiently. He couldn’t give up the chance to spend an hour with her, could he? Dammit, though. This is exactly what everyone, his father included, would expect him to do. Blow off a project before he saw it completed. He swallowed hard, cursing the universe’s timing. He’d just have to work overtime to make sure he got this chance with Eliza again. “I’ll be there.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Eliza watched Oliver hang up the phone, already knowing he was about to cancel. It startled her just how devastated she was by the prospect, when just fifteen minutes ago she thought he’d blown her off. She wanted to spend every minute with him that she could. Part of her had even been excited by his decree of look but don’t touch. That silly, hopeful part of her that wouldn’t seem to die even wondered if he just liked being with her. Even without the sex. Apparently she wouldn’t get the chance to find out.


    “Rain check?” She almost winced at the desperate note in her voice.


    Eyes closed, he dropped his head forward. The picture of male regret. As always, though, Oliver did it with a special flair. He took a step into her personal space and looked over her face like he wanted to catalogue every detail. She swore he even groaned when his attention snagged on her mouth. “I’m sorry, bunny. It’s really important or I wouldn’t leave. You know that, right?” Appearing fascinated, he traced her collarbone with his fingers. When he spoke again, he sounded as if he were talking to himself. “I’m under some pressure with a project. I can’t put this off.”


    “I understand.” Curiosity got the best of her. She needed to know what managed to rattle Oliver from the casual, unconcerned air he reserved for business. “What’s the project?”


    Oliver slid the pen behind his ear. “I set up a scholarship in my mother’s name. I’ve been looking through applicants for weeks. Students who were accepted to certain schools, but lacked the funds to pay tuition.” He looked down at the address where he’d jotted down the name of a…cab company? “This girl, Frankie—she’s a cab driver—just jumped out at me, her essay…she sounded like someone my mother would have liked. She even grew up in Middle Village, just like her. But all my calls go to voicemail. I don’t get it.”


    Eliza swore she could feel her heart sinking toward her knees with the weight of feeling expanding in her chest. “I didn’t know you’d done that. It’s amazing. Y-you have to go.”


    He glanced toward the door, then jerked back in her direction. “Would you…come with me?”


    The hopefulness in voice pierced the air. Pierced her. “Yes. Of course.”


    “Thank you, Jesus.” Once again, he took her hand and strode toward the revolving doors. They stepped out into the warm, spring air and stopped at the curb. Oliver put out his hand, signaling a yellow taxi to pull over and pick them up. “Is it ironic that we’re taking a cab to a cab company’s headquarters?”


    “Ironic would be if we couldn’t get a ride back.”


    Oliver laughed as she passed him and ducked into the cab. They rode in silence for a while toward the West Side. She sensed Oliver was pulling his thoughts together. Since he hadn’t brought Frankie’s application with him, he had to pull it up on his phone’s email, refreshing his memory on details that might be important during what would apparently be an ambush meeting.


    He held her hand the entire way there, resting in between them on the vinyl seat. She didn’t know if he was aware of it, or if the absent brushing of his thumb over her knuckles was an attempt to scramble her brain. But she liked it. Okay, she loved it. In a way that could prove harmful to her health.


    When they were almost there, he stowed his phone in his jacket pocket and stared out the window. “If I don’t deliver on this, no one will be surprised.”


    She squeezed his hand. “I would.”


    His gaze slammed into hers and held. “I’m really glad you’re here.”


    “Me too.”


    The air in the cab felt thin, hard to inhale. “What about you?” Oliver brought her hand to his mouth and kissed the back of her hand. “When are you meeting with Conrad Sterns?”


    “Friday,” she managed. “We’re doing an in-house consultation.”


    She swore his grip tightened at the words in-house, but his neutral expression made her wonder if she’d imaged it. “What’s your game plan?”


    How could he expect her to concentrate when his tongue kept licking out to taste the pulse at her wrist? “Um…concealed luxury. Well-hidden flash. Modern bachelor meets overindulged celebrity.”


    Oliver hummed in his throat. “It’s perfect. Can I make a suggestion?” He waited for her nod. “Giant phallic symbols everywhere. He’ll love them, and he won’t know why.”


    She laughed breathily. “Are you saying Mr. Sterns is overcompensating for something?”


    “It doesn’t matter. You won’t be finding out, Eliza.”


    Surprised by the intensity ringing in his voice, she drew her hand away. If he traced her sensitive skin with that skilled mouth a second longer while sounding so possessive, she’d combust.


    Oliver watched her pull away with, his expression once again unreadable. “I thought of something else ironic.”


    “Shoot.”


    He turned to look out the window. “I’ve brought along one girl who doesn’t want what I’m offering to help convince another girl with the same problem.”


    Eliza stared at Oliver, wondering if he’d started speaking in a different language. Or thought she was someone else. Doesn’t want what I’m offering. What did he mean? “I don’t under—”


    The cab jolted to a stop. With mechanical movements, Oliver drew a twenty dollar bill out of his wallet and handed it to the cab driver. “Keep the change.”


    She had no option but to exit the cab curbside and wait for Oliver to follow. Her earlier question was still flickering in her head, but Oliver’s stiff posture dissuaded her from asking it. He took her hand and led her toward the warehouse. Several men milled outside reading the day’s New York Post, probably waiting for their shifts to start. Other men exited looking weary, very likely having driven a cab for twelve straight hours. She and Oliver walked through a set of double-doors and into a massive garage. Yellow cabs were parked in rows extending all the way toward the back. An orange-vested man directed traffic in and out, cabs coming in or leaving. Oliver scanned the huge space for a moment, then tugged her along the perimeter toward the offices visible from the floor. A woman with a clipboard and a headset stood blocking the entrance, but she nodded and stepped aside when Oliver mentioned an Italian-sounding man’s name. It brought them into a hallway with offices on either side, which led them to a cafeteria-style room. Tables and chairs were arranged around the room in no particular pattern, all of them occupied.


    Eliza watched as Oliver made eye-contact with a burly, mustached man sitting in a group. He nodded toward a table in the corner where a girl sat alone, eating an apple and reading a book. Even from this distance, Eliza could see it was T.S. Elliot. Definitely Frankie. Eliza tightened her fingers around Oliver’s hand to reassure him as they walked toward the girl. As if she had some kind of sensor, both of her unusally light-colored eyes flashed up to watch them approach, but she didn’t lower the book.


    “It would appear you’re in the wrong place, folks,” Frankie said with an accent that made Eliza think of the Mets. Or Marisa Tomei. “You’re a good fifteen blocks from Bergdorf’s.”


    “So this isn’t going to be easy,” Oliver muttered for Eliza’s ears alone. They stopped at the edge of her table. Still, Frankie didn’t lower the book. It might count the first time in history Eliza witnessed a girl completely ignore Oliver. “Actually, we’re here to see you, Frankie. I’m Oliver Preston from the Adele Preston Scholarship Fund.”


    Her mouth paused in the act of chewing the apple. Without missing a beat, she gave the mustached man her middle finger. “Last time I tell you anything, Joe.”


    “Hear ’em out, would ya?” The man called back, shifting on his bench. “I’m sick of your scrawny ass sitting around the place, reading books and making us all look bad. Go do something.”


    Frankie’s cheeks turned red, and she let the book drop to the table. Now that Eliza had a full view of the other girl’s face, she realized how pretty Frankie was underneath the baseball cap and grease-smudged face. After a moment wherein she looked to be deliberating with herself, Frankie crossed her arms. “Looks like I don’t have a choice. Have a seat, if you don’t mind your clothes getting dirty.”


    They exchanged a look and sat. “I’m confused, Ms. De Luca,” Oliver started. “Why did you apply for the scholarship if you don’t want it?”


    She popped a piece of gum into her mouth and shrugged. “I just wanted to know I could do it.”


    Oliver nodded as if that were the most obvious answer in the world. “How do you intend to pay for Columbia Business School without the scholarship? Why turn it down?”


    “I’m going to do it on my own.” She picked up her half-eaten apple and tossed it into a brown paper bag. “I don’t need some rich guy telling me I’m worthy and handing me a wad of cash. The diploma will only be worth a damn to me if I didn’t take any handouts along the way.”


    Eliza wanted to speak up on Oliver’s behalf, but she managed to hold her tongue. For now. But she wouldn’t be able to keep her opinion to herself much longer. Not with Oliver’s optimism starting to visibly wear off. In the face of such antagonism, he was maintaining a patient attitude, and she suddenly wanted to crawl into his lap and bury her face in his neck.


    “It would be worth a damn. The money wouldn’t put in the hard work. You would.” He leaned forward when a group of drivers edged past the table. ”There’s nothing wrong with getting help, either. Grants and loans. That’s how a lot of people get through school.”


    Frankie raised a dark eyebrow. “Not you, though, right? I’m sure you’re not paying off any loans to Fordham, Mr. Preston. Bet your parents took care of that.”


    Instead of bristling at the scorn she directed at him, Oliver tilted his head. “How did you know where I went to college?”


    She traced a pattern on the table. “I did my homework, too.”


    At some point, maybe even now, this girl had wanted the money. Eliza could feel it. Furthermore, you didn’t do research into the grant manager’s past unless you were serious. Oliver appeared to have drawn the same conclusion. “Look, the grant is yours. I’m keeping it that way for another week, then I’m looking for another applicant. You’d be passing up a great opportunity if you don’t take it.”


    Obviously having decided a more abrupt route would get her attention, he stood and Eliza followed suit. Frankie seemed a little dumbfounded that the ball had been put back in her court and that she hadn’t managed to fluster Oliver with her attitude. “I won’t call,” she said. “I don’t want some rich woman’s money. If she was alive, she wouldn’t look twice at me.” She laid her palms flat on the table, but Eliza could see a slight tremor move through them. “What makes you think she’d want me to have it?”


    It was the hint of vulnerability in her voice that brought the picture into focus. For all her brashness and prickly personality, this girl didn’t feel deserving of the money. She looked mortified at having revealed such a weakness. Oliver opened his mouth, probably intending to reassure her, but closed it just as quickly. Out of my depth, his eyes seemed to communicate.


    Eliza felt a rush of relief at the chance to be useful. Maybe even help. She sat back down at the table across from Frankie. “Mrs. Preston, Oliver’s mother, worked three jobs when she was your age. She wasn’t born into money. She just happened to fall for a man who had some extra cash lying around.” A touch of a reluctant smile. “I never had the chance to meet Mrs. Preston, but I know she raised two children who have all her best qualities. They’re smart and thoughtful. Genuine. They’re my two favorite people in the world.” She could feel Oliver’s gaze boring into her back, but didn’t have the courage to turn around. Didn’t want him to see how completely she meant what she’d said, afraid he’d see more. “I had nothing growing up. We survived on a truck driver’s salary that fluctuated every week. Without help, I never would have gotten through college. Would never have gotten a job I love.” Frankie’s intelligent eyes were weighing everything she said. “If you won’t take Oliver’s word for it, even though you should, take mine. I think if there were one person Mrs. Preston would have wanted to get the scholarship, it would be someone who was worried about disappointing her.” She lowered her voice. “The only person you can disappoint is yourself, Frankie. I’ve only spent a few minutes with you, and I already know you won’t let that happen.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    When Oliver was twelve years old, he’d won the hundred yard dash at his middle school relay race. He could still remember how he’d felt right before the race, the surging adrenaline, the fear of failure. His parents and sister had been in the stands, three serene faces among the cheering crowd. It’s not that they were any less enthusiastic, they just played their emotions close to the vest. Always had. He’d been like a Monopoly pawn that had accidentally been stored with the chess set. Waiting for the race to start, it had struck him for the first time. How different he was from his overachiever sister, his former working-class mother, his quietly overbearing father. He’d thought, maybe if I win this race, I’ll be let into the club. They’ll realize I’m one of them, it just took me longer to get here.


    Time stretched during the race, feeling interminably long. Like he was running under water. He didn’t see anyone on either side of him, but for all he knew, the race could be over. Reality was so blurry and fast he couldn’t grab onto any semblance of thought. When he crossed the finish line and realized he’d won, he didn’t know what to do with his hands. He remembered it so clearly, not knowing whether to raise them over his head or prop them on his hips. When it dawned on him that no one was cheering, he’d turned toward the stands and noticed everyone’s attention was still fixed back towards where the race had started.


    One of his opponents had tripped halfway through and gone face-first into the track. Blood streaked down his face and dribbled off his chin. The poor kid had looked miserable, probably mortified at having so many people witness his fall. Parents, coaches, girls. But as Oliver watched, the guy smiled. The other runners had stopped mid-race to help him to his feet and walk with him toward the finish line. Everyone except Oliver because he’d been too far away, frozen to the spot.


    Whenever he looked back as an adult, he picked it out as one of the worst moments of his youth. Not because it wasn’t an amazing moment to witness. Five self-centered pre-teens banding together to do the right thing didn’t happen every day. No, it was seeing so much good in front of him and knowing he’d never be able to touch it. He didn’t know how to have those moments. They played out in front of him like a movie, something he could watch but never have a role in.


    He felt like that now. Walking away from the table, he’d felt like he won the race. Then he’d looked back at the starting line and realized he’d missed the whole point. Frankie hadn’t needed someone to play hardball with her. She’d needed someone to be good to her. He’d set up the program in his mother’s memory to commemorate her spirit. A spirit he didn’t have.


    Eliza had it. Watching her so sweetly put into words something he would never be capable of saying had put him back at the finish line of that race. Staring back at what he would never be. For God’s sake, he was trying to convince Eliza to love him? He really must be a special kind of idiot. He’d encountered so many women over the last decade of his life, all of them worthy of love, but him incapable of giving it. Now, he’d met the only girl who made him feel exultant and scared and desperate, all at the same time. And he couldn’t have her. Didn’t deserve her. Hadn’t earned the right to pleasure her. Or have lunch with her. Or marry her.


    Oliver felt like he’d had a steel bar driven through his middle. Oh yeah, he’d actually had the notion in the back of his head, but hadn’t allowed himself to acknowledge it until now. He’d sell his soul to the devil to marry Eliza, but the bastard was already in possession of it.


    What was that old saying? If you love something, let it go. Whoever the hell had come up with it must have walked a mile in his shoes at some point. Probably a former recipient of the New York City’s Most Eligible Bachelor title. He’d been deluding himself to think he could have Eliza. What would she get out of the bargain? A guy who wore a tux well. A guy she’d probably wonder about every time they were around other women. Him. Nothing. He’d given himself away.


    She turned and smiled up at him, her expression guileless and gentle. It disappeared slowly, though, in degrees. It seeped away, the same as his hope, and replaced with concern. Don’t be concerned, babe. It’s all over now.


    Eliza rose and took his arm. “Frankie, please think about what we said. You have Oliver’s number. Call to let him know what you decide.”


    He sent the command to his brain to smile and nod at Frankie as they walked away. She really would be perfect for something in his mother’s name. Another person who knew how to feel, to be good, even if she kept it hidden. They’d only made it halfway through the break room when a bench squeaked and the younger girl’s voice carried across the space to meet them.


    “I’ll take it. I-I want the scholarship, please.”


    A cheer went up around the break room. Joe left his table full of men and scooped his niece up into a bear hug. At first, Frankie look startled, but she sent them a thumbs up over her uncle’s shoulder. One by one, cab drivers came over to congratulate her with whopping back slaps that were usually reserved for men much bigger than Frankie. The scene felt intimate, private. Eliza must have felt the same way because she tugged him back down the hallway and onto the main floor.


    They snagged a ride just outside the entrance, thanks to the steady stream of cabs leaving the facility. As he slid in beside Eliza and watched her turn to face him expectantly, Oliver realized he had a decision to make. An important one.


    He couldn’t have her. Not permanently. As much as the idea of orbiting around her forever without being able to touch her made him want to jump out of the moving taxi, he had to walk away. She’d find someone worthy and—


    Fuck fuck fuck. He couldn’t think about that just yet.


    He pressed two fingers to his right eye where a painful throb had started. Did it make him a selfish prick to want her one last time? A night to engrave on his memory? He could unearth it every time the world felt like a shitty place and remember that Eliza was in it. Being with him one last time wouldn’t affect her negatively. She’d expressed to him several times her understanding of how he operated. Come on, playboy. That’s quite a line, playboy. No, she’d walk away unscathed, heart intact. The least he could do for her was live up to his end of the bargain. Make sure she never went into a situation without the armor of knowledge. God, if he couldn’t have her, he at least needed her to be safe. With someone else.


    Oliver pondered the door handle, wondering if the cab was going fast enough to break any bones.


    “Are you all right?” She scooted closer on the seat and took his hand. “It went great in there. You did it. She’s in.”


    He pushed her hair away from her face. “That was all you, bunny. You’re incredible.”


    “No, that was classic good cop, bad cop. We nailed it.” She ran a finger down the center of his chest and his lungs seized. How could he live with wanting her this bad? “You know, if you ever considered a career in law enforcement, you’d look great in the uniform.”


    Her mouth looked so delicious, only a few inches away. No. If he kissed her now, they’d be at his apartment within minutes screwing on the first surface he could plant her ass on. Then it would be over. Lessons complete. His body begged for her, while the rest of him screamed: Put it off. You only get her one more time. Don’t make it a quickie in between meetings.


    “Eliza—”


    “Hmm?” She popped open the top two buttons of his shirt. Keeping her gaze locked on him, she licked the hollow up his neck, tracing a path up to his ear. “Okay, we’ll ditch the uniform and keep the handcuffs. Sound fair?”


    Oliver groaned, feeling so hot he actually pondered fulfilling the urge to drag Eliza onto his lap and sink her down on the erection for which she was responsible. He could throw a handful of bills at the cab driver and tell him to keep driving. The guy probably wouldn’t bat an eyelash. She hadn’t ridden him yet and that suddenly seemed like the crime of the century. Still, his heart won. He couldn’t stand for his time with Eliza to end so soon. He couldn’t.


    “Stop, babe.”


    She went still, her tongue pausing in its exploration of his ear. “O-kay.”


    The hurt in her voice made him feel sea sick. “I have to get back to the office. There’s a meeting…people are there…” Nice one, fuckwit.


    As if she’d been climbing on an electrified prison fence that had suddenly jolted to life, she all but dove back to her side of the cab. One shaky hand came up to tuck a lock of blond hair behind her ear. She hadn’t bought his excuse. No one would have. “Yeah, me too. M-meeting.”


    Christ, he couldn’t let her go without setting their final lesson. As soon as the cab stopped moving, she’d be running toward her building. He’d hurt her feminine pride and she probably couldn’t wait to start avoiding him. Forgetting about him. Not yet. We’re not done yet.


    “Eliza.”


    Her head whipped around at the dominance in his voice. The sheen of tears in her eyes transformed on the spot into a glazed look, one she got when he spoke to her this way. Dammit, why did she have to be so perfect for him? Following him seamlessly between both sides of his personality without any prompting beforehand, like they’d been doing this their whole lives. Not fucking fair.


    He took her chin in his hand and held it firm. “Wednesday night at seven. My place. You’ll arrive without a bra or panties on. In this dress. I want your hair up so I can see all of you.” Knowing it was a risk, he leaned in and kissed her, a slow brush of lips that exacerbated both of their breathing. “Your final lesson, Eliza. I plan to make sure you graduate with honors.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Eliza rested her forehead against the cool passenger side window, watching absently as her breath fogged it up. She’d made dinner plans with Caroline tonight in an effort to distract herself from thoughts of Oliver and their last meeting tomorrow. Kind of silly, considering the two of them were siblings and shared a nose, but her best friend had an uncanny way of taking her mind off everything, usually with off-the-wall topics that had little to do with either of their professions. Eliza liked to think they decompressed each other.


    With an hour to go in the work day, Caroline had called her apologizing. Even with her and Oliver at the magazine’s helm, their father was still required to sign some paperwork from time to time, and Caroline needed documents signed for an early morning meeting. Not wanting to cancel completely, she’d invited Eliza along for the ride to Long Island, promising egg rolls and noodles on the way back. She’d had no choice but to agree. The alternative was burrowing under a pile of swatches on her living room floor and watching a Pawn Stars marathon.


    Oliver.


    Who was he to her now? Could she spend time with him now and not think about what he did to her body? How his voice sounded in her ear? She didn’t think so and that scared her. After yesterday, she couldn’t fool herself anymore into thinking he was a typical lady’s man with commitment issues that happened to be atrociously handsome. Oliver was a damn sight more than that. He had insecurities, just like anyone else, only she hadn’t realized until yesterday just how deep they ran. No one will be surprised if I don’t deliver on this. His family’s lack of confidence in him had always been a running joke, one she’d even been in on from time to time, but it wasn’t funny to her anymore. All this time, he’d taken it to heart, smiled through the pain.


    It killed her, knowing that. Knowing this caring man who hadn’t just used their time together as an excuse for easy sex. He’d been patient with her, reminding her to stand strong on her boundaries, to have a voice. Maybe he was the brave one, and she hadn’t seen it until now. How cruel of fate to give her a glimpse into this amazing man just in time to watch him walk away. Like a freight train headed toward disaster, though, she could see the pain ahead. It was going to hurt, this separation. Had she fallen in love with him that day in the dorm room when he’d winked at her behind everyone’s back or had it happened yesterday when he held her hand so tightly in that cab? It was all a blur now. A blur that only came into focus when he was standing in front of her. After tomorrow night, he wouldn’t be there anymore. She’d watch him date and discard to his heart’s content when all the while, hers would be bleeding on the floor.


    Porter. She hadn’t even thought of him since that night last weekend in Serve. Yet, Oliver had made the promise to call and set them up. Should she let him? It felt wrong on every level, but if she declined, she might as well skywrite her feelings for Oliver over Manhattan. Things would never have a chance of being the same after that, and she couldn’t stand the thought of him being gone from her life. And he’d do it, too. Oliver might leave a trail of broken hearts behind him wherever he went, but he cared about his family. Her, too. If staying away would be the easiest thing for her, for Caroline, he would do it. So she’d let him set her up with Porter. Hell, maybe a night with another man was the only way to force herself to move on.


    Her stomach pitched at the thought of hands that weren’t Oliver’s caressing her skin. Oh, God. What had she done to herself? The responsible course of action would be to cancel their lesson. Tell him she’d learned what she needed to know and didn’t need him anymore. It would give him an out and allow her to walk away with dignity. It would be on her terms.


    Yet she would never make that call. Never deny herself that final night. She’d regret it for the rest of her life if she let an opportunity to be with Oliver pass. So she’d wait for the fall that came after.


    Caroline turned off the highway and headed down the tree-lined avenue that would lead her to Philip Preston’s house. “Jonah wants to get a dog.”


    Eliza wrote Fido in the condensation she’d created on the window. “What kind?”


    “We’ve only gotten as far as ‘big ass dog’.”


    “It’s a start.”


    This is why she loved Caroline. Her friend ran an edgy, successful magazine, wined and dined with corporate fat cats on a weekly basis, yet she never talked about it. That fascinated Eliza. She considered Caroline her best friend, sometimes her only friend, but they both had unspoken boundaries. They only delved into personal or professional fears when absolutely necessary, but when they did, Eliza always came out on the other side feeling better. Unfortunately, Eliza was only starting to realize she might have used their carefully constructed boundaries to justify her relationship with Oliver. She’d told herself they were all adults and this was only an innocent diversion. Sitting next to her best friend at that moment, though, she couldn’t deny the guilt wrapping around her like a cloak.


    “So you’re telling me I need to accommodate a big ass dog in my redecoration plans?”


    “Yes.” Caroline’s tone was brisk, but a smile tugged one end of her mouth. “We’d like a puppy Jacuzzi, complete with massaging jets.”


    “Of course.” Eliza pretended to take notes. “And he should have his own separate entrance. Don’t want him feeling trapped in that giant brownstone.”


    “Who said big ass dog was going to be a male? I like the idea of girls outnumbering Jonah three to one.”


    “I apologize for my doggy discrimination.”


    Caroline snorted. “Honestly, I think Jonah doesn’t like me there alone at night when he works late at Serve. Of course, he won’t say that because he’d have to hear me—”


    “Remind him that women are just as capable of locking doors and alarming tricked out security systems.”


    “Yes, exactly. Anyway, I think he’s looking for a housebroken version of Cujo.”


    Eliza chuckled. “If anyone can find one, it’s him.”


    Caroline groaned. “I asked Oliver to talk him out of it, but he’s been so preoccupied lately, I think he forgot. Some brother he’s turned out to be.”


    Just the mention of his name sent blood roaring through her veins. The scenery passing by the car felt sharper at the mere reminder of him. She cleared her throat into the silence. “Well, he’ll be sorry when he gets stuck with Cujo-sitting duty.”


    “Ha! I love the way your mind works, Ballas.” Her friend sighed. “Not sure what’s up with Oliver, lately. He’s been at the office earlier than me every day for two weeks.”


    “Isn’t that a good thing?”


    “I’m not sure. If this wasn’t my brother, I’d swear it was a girl.”


    Eliza stayed silent, unable to talk around the ache in her throat. If this wasn’t my brother…the reminder of Oliver’s need for multiple women stung, even though it shouldn’t. Caroline didn’t realize Oliver had been working overtime on making his mother’s scholarship program a success, in addition to the work he already did at ReVAMPed. It wasn’t a girl that had him so preoccupied. It had nothing to do with her.


    Caroline turned into her father’s driveway and frowned. “Well, speak of the devil.”


    Her headlights illuminated Oliver as he stepped out of his own car, holding a handful of documents. Eliza’s body felt like it might melt into the seat. After thinking of him non-stop throughout the day, seeing him in the flesh was like a crazy shot of adrenaline. He still wore his suit, but his sleeves were rolled up, his hair in disarray from a day’s worth of finger pulling. When Caroline killed her headlights and he saw her sitting in the car, she watched his Adam’s apple slide slowly up and down. Probably from nerves or guilt. This would be the first time the three of them were in the same place since the lessons began. There would be no escaping it.


    …


    Oliver forced himself not to rush Eliza as she climbed out of the car. He’d had a long, frustrating day and the reason for most, okay all, of that frustration looked like a breath of fresh air, while he felt like shit. It took all his self-control to remain standing in the driveway when he wanted to spread Eliza across the hood of his car and pump every ounce of his vexation into her. In his current state, he didn’t really give a fuck who was watching as long as he could have her. Did that make him a degenerate? So be it. He’d been called worse.


    God, his attitude sucked, and he couldn’t do a damn thing about it. Less than twenty-four hours to go until she left his life for good. At least in the capacity he wanted. Tonight would only be the first of many times he’d be in the same room with her, forced to smile genially and be Caroline’s big brother, as opposed to the man fucking Eliza’s sweet, flexible body. The man on the receiving end of her secretive smiles. The man she absorbed comfort from.


    He took a centering breath and loosed his grip on the documents in his hand, before he crumpled them. “What are you two doing here?”


    Caroline tossed her car keys into her purse and approached him. “I could ask you the same thing.”


    “Paperwork for the scholarship fund.”


    His sister brightened. “Finally telling him? I can’t wait to see his reaction.” She kissed him on the cheek. “I bribed Eliza with noodles to keep me company. Too bad we didn’t know each other’s plans. We could have driven together.”


    “Too bad,” he murmured. Eliza hovered a few feet behind Caroline, looking unsure how to proceed. He raised an eyebrow at her and opened his arms for her to walk into. “Bunny. It’s been forever.” Goddammit, she felt perfect in his arms. He wanted to sit down on the dusty driveway and rock her in his lap. Under his sister’s discerning eye, he just barely managed to release her before it became inappropriate. Needing a breather, he led the way toward the front door and let them in.


    “Father?” Caroline called as he flipped on the hallway light.


    “I’m in my office,” her father’s wearied voice called back. “I’m in the middle of a chapter. Be out shortly.”


    On cue, he and Caroline rolled their eyes. Their father lived his life between chapters and had uttered the same phrase at least a million times since they were kids. All three of them walked into the kitchen, turning on lights as they went. Automatically, Caroline went to the coffee pot and started making coffee, leaving him free to stare at Eliza for a few precious seconds. She just had to go and wear a skirt when he’d been owning a hard-on since yesterday afternoon, didn’t she? It hugged her ass like a second skin, ending only a short length below those round cheeks. No panty-lines meant a thong. Or nothing at all. Fuuuuck. As if she didn’t have a single care in the world, she braced herself on the kitchen island on her elbows and laughed at something Caroline said, making her breasts bounce and strain against her white blouse. He closed his eyes and prayed for the return of his sanity. His father and sister were in the same house, and they were the smartest people he knew. If he kept pondering the angle with which he could bang Eliza against the wooden island, they’d see right through him.


    Caroline set four mugs on the counter and faced him. “So what’s the latest on your secret project? I’ve been dying to ask.”


    “I, uh—”


    “Yes.” Their father walked briskly into the kitchen, nodding at Eliza once. “Please tell me what dragged me away from Steinbeck.”


    Everyone watched him expectantly. Eliza gave him a small, encouraging smile, and it made him feel about ten feet tall. He wished they were back in that cab, holding hands. “We started a scholarship in mom’s name. For women who can’t afford school, but deserve to go. Same as her,” he said, speaking over Caroline when she tried to interject, probably to point out that it had been his idea, not theirs. “I’ve found the scholarship candidate I’d like to accept. If you both agree with my choice, I’m dropping the paperwork to Columbia in the morning.”


    His father looked surprised, Caroline delighted. “That’s awesome. Who are they?”


    “You moved rather quickly on this,” Philip commented. “Why did no one inform me?”


    “I wanted to bring you a candidate first,” Oliver explained. “Her name is Frankie De Luca. She’s twenty-four. A cab driver from Middle Village. Mom’s neighborhood.”


    Caroline held out her hand for the paperwork, and he handed it over. “A cab driver? God, that’s a dangerous job for a girl so young. Have you met her?”


    “I have.” He traded an amused glance with Eliza, knowing the other two were busy scanning the grant documents. “She’s tough as nails. She won’t take the chance for granted.”


    Caroline looked up with tears in her eyes. “Would mom have liked her?’


    “Without a doubt.”


    His sister reached into her purse and took out a pen, ready to sign, but Philip stayed her with his hand. “Let’s not rush into this. We know how thoroughly your brother vets girls before approving them.”


    His father’s sarcastic remark didn’t phase him. Not anymore. But he hated it being said in front of Eliza. He could feel her gaze on him, but ignored it. If he saw laughter in her eyes, he didn’t know how he’d handle it. “I’ve checked into her criminal background and that of her family’s. They’re decent, hard-working people. By signing those papers, she has agreed to a drug test to be administered before any transferring of funds. If her grades slip below a certain level, we have the option of reevaluating the contract. I’ve thought of everything. She’s the candidate. Sign it.”


    Caroline looked like she might break out into applause. She signed the documents and handed the pen to her father. “You heard the man.”


    He grumbled under his breath the entire time, but their father managed to put his signature in all the required spots. When he finished, he turned to leave the kitchen. “Caroline, I have some issues to discuss with you privately.”


    She wanted to decline, Oliver could see that. They were equal business partners, but his father trusted Caroline more when it came to personal matters. Hell, everything. That’s how it would always be, and he’d resigned himself to it. “I’ll make some coffee and be right in,” his sister muttered.


    He devoured the sight of Eliza as soon as Caroline turned her back to fuss with the coffee. “How’s the club, Caroline? Jonah?” he asked to distract her.


    “Great.” A drawer opened and shut, but he could barely hear it over his pulse. Would it be obvious if he just walked past Eliza and stroked her smooth inner thigh under the island? “Actually, Eliza and I were at Serve last Friday.”


    “Really.” He hadn’t known that. Didn’t fucking like it. Why hadn’t she told him? It wasn’t exactly a destination for girl’s night out. “Good crowd?”


    Eliza went still, which worried him even more. “Great crowd, as usual,” she hurried to say. “Jonah asked me to redec—”


    “Oooh,” Caroline broke in. “Tell Oliver about your admirer. What was his name? Porter something? The guy was ready to club you over the head and take you back to his man cave.”


    The ache that had been throbbing behind his eye since yesterday spread, encompassing his entire skull. Around him, the kitchen closed in. His limbs felt heavy, his chest tight. “Is that so?”


    “She’s exaggerating.” Eliza’s skin had gone pale. “We talked for a few minutes.”


    Caroline turned and gave Eliza a sly look. “But you sure made those minutes count. I never knew you were such a flirt.”


    Leaving that final line hanging in the air, his sister picked up two coffee mugs and sailed out of the room. Oliver wasted no time closing the distance between him and the object of his lust. His misery. His need. His everything.


    “You didn’t follow the rules, Eliza.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Eliza didn’t have a chance to prepare before Oliver’s hands found her ass and hauled her off the ground against his hard body. She thought he was going to kiss her, was dying to be kissed, but he didn’t. Instead, he walked them back through a doorway she’d never been through. He didn’t bother turning on the light, but she could tell, thanks the faint moonlight trickling in, that they were in an enclosed porch, one that overlooked the backyard.


    Then she stopped giving a damn where they were because Oliver demanded all of her attention. He was mad. It shocked her into staying silent, so unusual was it for her to see him angry. In fact, she was pretty sure she’d never seen him anything put mildly put-out. His shoulders and chest muscles were so rigid with tension, they shook against her. His teeth were bared in a way that suggested he might bite if provoked. Yet, she wasn’t scared. Not for a single second.


    No, she was pissed. How dare he get mad at her for talking to Porter? He couldn’t even walk through a room or cross a street without fielding a marriage proposal. Wasn’t the whole point of this arrangement to prepare her for men like Porter? Underneath her outrage, though, lay the real reason for her ire. She’d fallen for this man, fallen flat on her silly, naïve face, and he wanted to discuss rules? God, she’d never wanted to punch someone more than she did at that moment. Just to see him in a fraction of the pain she would be in leaving his apartment tomorrow night. Or maybe he didn’t even want her there now. Was that to be her consequence for simply talking to Porter? Fear eclipsed her anger momentarily, but when he leaned in and nipped her bottom lip, it came rushing back.


    “Put me down.”


    He released her bottom, grunting as she slid down his body. As soon as her feet hit the floor, he pinned her to the wall and buried his face in her neck. “You’ve never needed to remember your safe word more than you do right now, Eliza. I don’t know what’s happening to me.”


    “I do.” She could barely hear him over the flood of emotions. “You’ve started taking this too far. I know there are rules for a reason, but I only talked to him. Nothing happened.”


    With a shake of his head, he met her gaze, but it looked fevered, lost. Nothing like Oliver. “It’s like it doesn’t even matter. I don’t want anyone fucking near you.” He ground his head against the wall over her shoulder. “God, you were flirting with him?”


    Hope took flight in her sternum. It was a dangerous thing, that hope, but his behavior far exceeded a Dominant being upset over his rules being broken. This wasn’t a scene or a game. His possessive attitude came from a different place. Was it possible he felt something more than attraction for her? Hope’s wings beat faster. Digging deeper would require some stealth. If she was wrong, if this was merely a case of his ego being bruised, she didn’t want to reveal herself. Her feelings for him.


    “Oliver, we decided this would be casual.” She listened to his breathing slow. “Has something changed…for you?”


    “Why?” His gaze bored into hers, colder than she’d ever seen it. “The sooner we get this over with, the sooner you can be with him, right? Put all the skills I’ve taught you to use?” He nudged her belly with his erection. “Well, I’m not done fucking you yet. I need more time.”


    All about sex. This is all about sex for him. Sex and ego. He couldn’t stand the idea of her wanting someone else. It had nothing to do with him wanting her back. “Sorry, playboy. Rules are rules. One more lesson and we’re done.”


    A broken sound fell past his lips and twisted something sharp inside of her. The fact that she could still hurt for him when he’d just proven himself a self-entitled jerk, told her she must have fallen even harder than she thought. How long would it take to get over this man? Would she ever? The questions were shoved aside when Oliver pulled her off the wall and spun her toward the middle of the porch. When she came to an oversized chest, he gripped her hips to stop her. His movements were controlled, precise now, as opposed to jerky and desperate as they were moments ago.


    “This does not count as our final lesson, Eliza.” He pushed her forward until her palms smacked down onto the cool surface of the chest, leaving her bent over, backside in the air. A thrill of anticipation raced across her skin, subduing her anger like sand on a fire. “Do you understand me?”


    Oh, Lord. What was he going to do? Caroline and Mr. Preston were only a few rooms away and could return at any time. Would return. When that realization only increased her traitorous excitement, she knew she was in trouble. She wasn’t going anywhere. Still, she needed to hold some part of herself back. Both times they’d been together, she’d thrown her inhibitions up in the air and let them scatter like a deck of playing cards. She’d bared herself completely and look where it had gotten her. This time, she would take the pleasure and run.


    The longer she stood in the vulnerable position, the harder she throbbed between her thighs. Knowing Oliver stood a scant few inches from her presented bottom stole her breath, made her feel incredibly flushed from head to toe. Finally, she answered him, unable to wait another second. “Yes, Oliver. I understand. This isn’t a lesson.”


    “Oh, it’s a lesson. It’s just not your last.” Rough hands wrenched the skirt up and over her hips. His rumbling growl jolted her heart into beating double-time. He squeezed the flesh of her right cheek in his hand, tight….tighter…before letting it go and slapping it.


    Eliza gasped, her arms nearly buckling beneath her. Such a small action, a mild strike of her backside, yet she felt as if she’d just broken the surface of an ocean, breathing oxygen for the first time in hours. Years. Her nerve endings crackled to life, begging for another hit of their wonder drug. “Please do it again. Oliver, please.”


    He trailed his fingers down her back and tangled them in her hair. The move pressed his lap against her ass, his heavy erection nestling in the valley of her backside. He gave a quick thrust of his hips. Just one, but it sent a bolt of pure heat to her core. “You know what I was doing last Friday night, while you were out pursuing other men?”


    She opened her mouth to answer, but his palm came down on her ass, harder than before. The force of it sent a sob tumbling from her mouth. She went up on her tiptoes and arched her back. So good, so good. More.


    “I’ll tell you what I was doing.” The hand in her hair tightened and yanked. “I had my cock in my hand, jerking myself blind to a picture of you in a white bikini. From that week we all spent in the Hamptons your senior year. I pictured you on your hands and knees in the sand, me giving it to you hard enough from behind to work your tits free of that top.”


    He spanked her ass again. This time it was hard enough to vibrate through her, make her teeth click together. Between her thighs, the ache became unbearable. She couldn’t come like this, could she? Every time his hand connected with her willing flesh, she drew a little closer to the edge of a perilous cliff. One that she suspected would have an interminably long fall. Her eyes saw nothing, staring into space and waiting for his next slap. It consumed all her focus. Again. Again. Need it.


    “I noticed this little gap of daylight between the tops of your thighs and your pussy.” The hand he was using to spank her delved between her legs and cupper her moist center. Squeezed. “My tongue wants to live in that hot, little gap. Thinking about it made me come every”—slap—“single”—slap—“time.”


    Eliza’s knees dipped under the force of her arousal. “Oh, God. Oliver, keep going…I’m—”


    Oliver cut her off, talking in that low, hypnotic voice. “We had a deal, Eliza. Mine until the lessons are completed.” He released her hair and trailed his fingers down her back, over her hip to slip between her legs. Very gently, he tugged her thong to one side and planted two fingers deep inside her. She moaned, fingers curling against the chest as Oliver drew his fingers in and out of her, coating her in moisture. “Mine. What does that word mean to you?”


    “I don’t…I’m not—”


    Slap. “It means other men don’t get the pleasure of your time. They don’t get to look at the body that shakes underneath me. They don’t get to hear the voice that screams my fucking name.”


    His fingers circled her clit with exquisite care, almost reverently, while his hand continued to rain blows down on the sensitized flesh of her bottom. The contrast made her crazed, frantic. She didn’t know which of his ministrations to concentrate on. She couldn’t concentrate at all. Her hands were holding her body up to receive the spanking, but she couldn’t feel them. The tightening in her thighs and belly became her reason for living.


    Her core began to clench so intensely, her legs finally lost the battle and gave out. Oliver moved so quickly, her world tilted and blurred. It righted itself when he sat down on the chest and threw her over his knee. Impatient hands shoved her thighs open, and he delivered a series of sharp slaps to her wet center, directly over her throbbing clit. Over and over, until her body locked up and her flesh started to spasm almost violently in her climax.


    A scream wouldn’t be contained, but Oliver managed to clamp a hand over her mouth at the last second, muffling the noise.


    “That’s what you needed, babe. Needed to have your pussy spanked, didn’t you?”


    “Yes,” she moaned into his palm, her body still wracked by shudders.


    He pushed his middle finger inside her and groaned. “You’re milking my finger, greedy girl.” Eliza couldn’t believe it when her sex clenched again, preparing for more pleasure. How could she want more of him when she’d just been pleasured so thoroughly? In this position, she could feel his demanding erection, straining against her belly. Needs me. Want to please him. Need him. She circled her hips, praying he’d push his thick finger even deeper, but he withdrew it on a dark laugh. He brought the finger to her mouth and spread wetness across her lips, before working it past them. “Such an innocent looking mouth. I want to come inside of it.”


    It amazed her, the swift compulsion to grant his wish. She’d never felt such a strong desire to do this for a man in the past. Now, she craved it beyond belief. Craved Oliver. The weight of him on her tongue. She wanted to please him, drive him past the brink. Wanted to…apologize with her mouth. That realization brought her up short. Rational Eliza knew she didn’t owe him an apology for speaking with another man, but this submissive part of her loved the idea of him being happy with her. Loved the idea of him forgiving her because she’d pleased him.


    Confusion and doubt warred inside her, but they couldn’t surmount her lust. It loomed like a giant, ready to take down everything in its path. She slipped off Oliver’s lap and knelt before him, pulse raging out of control at the sight of the massive bulge between his legs. Her hands itched to squeeze and stroke his aching flesh, but first she needed to make this okay for herself. She didn’t want any doubts ruining the moment for her.


    Oliver’s chest heaved beneath his dress shirt, his gaze on fire as it centered on her lips. “I am going to ride your mouth, Eliza. Your lying, little mouth.”


    “Kiss me first,” she said on an exhale, horrified at the hitch in her voice. “You haven’t kissed me since…since we danced. I don’t need romance, but—”


    His arm banded around her waist and dragged her up against him. She only had a split second to glimpse his expression before his mouth began to devour her own. Shattered. He’d look completely shattered. No, that couldn’t be right. He was just frustrated because she wasn’t down on her knees yet. Just like every girl he’d had a physical relationship with. That had to be why his mouth moved so hard over hers, it forced her head back. He slanted his mouth over hers, head tilted to the side so he could get his tongue deep. Her moans were as involuntary as the renewed quickening between her thighs. Oliver made a gruff sound, clutching her tighter to his chest. The passion of it threatened to carry her away, to make her forget what he wanted from her. Even though she wanted to stay in his arms forever, let him kiss away every insecurity in her head, she knew it would kill her. Tears burning behind her eyes, she wedged her hands between them and shoved him back. Immediately, he made a grab for her, hands shaking as they tried to drag her back, but she slapped them away.


    “More, Eliza?” He grated. “You want more? Get over here.”


    Her instincts demanded she obey him, but inside she knew it would destroy her if he kissed her again. Desperate to distract herself, distract Oliver, she dropped back to her knees and dragged her open mouth up the ridge of his arousal. A harsh groan from Oliver shot her full of blistering heat. The urge to satisfy him hadn’t gone away. It probably never would.


    Starving for the sight of him, she grappled with his belt buckle, sliding the leather through his pants loops and lowering his zipper. She reached her hand inside the opening and drew him out, stomach muscles seizing, nipples hardening at the magnificence of him. Smooth, thick and crying out for her mouth. Pleasure he needed her to provide.


    “Jesus Christ. I could come just from the way you’re looking at it.” She wrapped her hand around his base and lapped at the tip, drawing an agonized growl from his mouth. “Eliza, it’s not going to take much to get me off, babe, but I want to feel the back of your throat first.”


    “Yes, Oliver,” she whispered as some chemical released in her brain, heightening her senses and painting everything around her in a filtered haze. This is where she belonged. If only for a short while, she belonged to this man. She alone saw to his needs. “Anything you want.”


    She licked the underside of his straining erection. One long lick. Then she lowered her mouth onto him, right to the point she felt her eyes tearing up. His fingers tangled in her hair and his thighs started to shake on either side of her ears. “Show me how good it tastes. Let me give you another inch.”


    With a deep breath through her nose, she relaxed her throat and felt him glide deeper. Instinctively, she swallowed, but it only caused his hips to jerk, his fingers to flex in her hair.


    “God. Do that again. Please, babe? Fuck me with your throat.”


    His gravelly plea made her feel confident. Free and bound at the same time. She reveled in the power she held at that moment, his release dependent on her mouth’s movements. Continuing to breathe deeply through her nose, she contracted her throat once again and closed her eyes to savor his uneven groan. When she reached the point when she could no longer keep him so deep, she sucked him straight to the tip, gasping for air as she stroked his slippery length with her hand.


    “I’m so close, Eliza. You going to let me become your new favorite flavor?”


    She swirled her tongue around his head of his arousal, scraped her teeth down the side. His words from the night of the gala came back to her in a rush. The next time you call me Mr. Preston, you’ll be looking up at me from your knees before you can blink. Excitement twined through her blood as she looked up at him from underneath her eyelashes. “Yes, Mr. Preston.”


    Oliver’s jaw went rigid, but she felt his cock surge in her hand. He loves it. Keeping his grip on her hair, he rose to his feet until he towered over her. “I was going to go easy, but maybe that’s not how you want it.” One hand left her hair to cup her jaw. “If you don’t want your mouth ridden the same way I ride your pussy, say the word, now.”


    Her answer was to suck him deep, taking him all the way to the back of her throat once more. It was easier this time because she knew what to expect. Knew how to resist her throat’s rejection, how to relax her gag reflex. With a sharp curse, Oliver wrapped her hair in his first and gave a series of shallow thrusts, pulling out and working himself back in, stopping when he got halfway. More. She wanted more. The texture of him, the feel of him swelling larger defied her fantasies. Above her, his harsh breathing, the way he bit off her name over and over, sent thrills of elation straight to her toes. As if an invisible wire had snapped, they both became frantic. She clawed at his hips, his taut ass and awaited every thrust of his length like it were her dying breath. Oliver’s movements grew jerky, his pumping hips pushing him deeper until he couldn’t go any further.


    Voices in the kitchen. Philip and Caroline. Only yards away from them. Eliza’s eyes flew wide.


    “Don’t you dare stop, Eliza. You will not stop until you suck me down.”


    Relief. She actually felt relief that the decision had been taken out of her hands. Wanting to touch all of him at once, she reached between his legs and cupped his balls, massaging them in her palm. He growled once and gave a tight, final thrust, sending warmth down the back of her throat as he grasped her head to his lap.


    “Fucking hell, take it. Take it in your sweet fucking mouth. Not yours, not his, mine. My mouth to fuck. It’s mine. Mine now. I made it that way.”


    When he finally released her head, Eliza gulped in deep breaths of air, feeling like she’d just been spat from the eye of a tornado. She looked up at Oliver from her knees to find him looking just as shell-shocked as she felt. A huge, aching part of her needed him to scoop her up into his arms and tell her how unbelievable and brave she was. The way he’d done every single time they’d been together. But the moment came and went, speeding past in a flash of light, dragging her heart away with it. With the passing of that moment, everything else rushed in, anger at the forefront. Not his, Oliver had said as he climaxed. This whole encounter had been driven by jealousy. His damaged pride. He’d used her. And it hurt like hell.


    “Babe, come here.”


    “No.” Knowing she needed to get away from him or she’d scream, Eliza stood on shaky legs and repaired her skirt. He hissed a curse and saw to his own state of undress, before striding toward her. No. Every part of her rebelled at the idea of being touched by him. She’d crumble. Just before he reached her, she lunged for the door. “We’re done, Oliver.”


    “Eliza.” He pressed against her before she could turn the knob, aligning his chest with her back. Hold firm. Don’t break. When he kissed her shoulder, she slammed her eyes shut and held her breath. “We’re not over. Not yet.” She frowned over the panic in his voice. “You still need me to make the phone call to Porter, right? I won’t do it if you back out.” He placed an open-mouth kiss beneath her ear, lathed the spot with his tongue. “Let me make you feel good one more time. Then I’ll do it.”


    Warmth pooled between her legs. Foolish, unwanted sensations she wanted to banish but couldn’t. Anger at herself, at Oliver, rolled over her in waves. She could get in touch with Porter on her own, and they both knew it. If she even wanted to, and if she was honest with herself, she hadn’t thought of the man in a sexual contest since they’d met at Serve. But a part of her wanted Oliver to make the phone call. Wanted him to feel used, the same way she just had. Maybe Oliver calling another man to set them up would give her the push she needed to walk away and not look back.


    Dammit. She also wanted another night with him. Couldn’t resist the temptation his touch represented. Even though it might kill her.


    “I never said I was backing out. You still have a phone call to make,” she said, feeling numb. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


    She felt his arms fall away from her like they’d been weighed down with stones as she pushed into the kitchen. Philip and Caroline turned to look at her in surprise as she rattled off compliments about the spacious backyard.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Oliver didn’t bother hanging up his tie, simply tossing it into his closet and kicking the door shut. He paced the loft, unbuttoning the top two buttons of his shirt as he went. Eliza would be here in a few minutes, and he felt like a prisoner who’d been granted a stay of execution. A man who knew the end was inevitable, but wouldn’t give up his final minutes for anything in the world.


    Thank Christ he had more time with her. If he left her with the memory of what they’d done last night as their final encounter, he wouldn’t be able to bear it. The only thing that had gotten him out of bed this morning had been the knowledge that he’d have a chance to blur out his treatment of her with something better. She’d been so beautiful and willing on her knees, looking up at him like he was worth a fucking second of her time…and he’d been so goddamn angry, he hadn’t been able to see past it. Hadn’t taken care of her. As if some dangerous fuse had been lit inside of him at the mention of Porter, he’d been almost animalistic in his need to possess her. Mark her. He hadn’t gone slow or easy. Hadn’t encouraged or comforted her. Mostly, he’d been too stunned by his own behavior to react afterward, and then it had passed him by. Appalled with himself, he’d left with nothing more than a cursory good-bye to his sister and father before leaving in his car. He hadn’t been able to look at Eliza another second, remembering how harsh he’d been.


    It wasn’t unusual for a dominant man to be rough, especially when the woman claimed to want it as Eliza had. But it had been up to him to give her what she was ready for. To anticipate her needs, not blindly follow words said in the heat of the moment. He hadn’t talked to her enough, hadn’t made sure. The fact that she’d still agreed to see him tonight made him wonder about her actual reasons for agreeing. Despite her parting shot last night, he didn’t want to think it had anything to do with Porter or the phone call, but he worried that it might. Fuck, the idea hurt. Everything about this hurt.


    When she walked out of there tonight, the final pieces of his heart he’d been frantically gluing together for the last week would fall apart. Without another encounter with her on the horizon, he would lack the energy to repair himself next time. He knew that instinctively. Already, he felt partially invisible, like his existence depended solely on her presence. As the minutes ticked down to seven o’clock, it got harder to breathe. He had to restrain himself from waiting for her in the hallway.


    How the mighty have fallen. As far back as he could remember, women had been interchangeable to him. Now he’d found one who shined so bright, he couldn’t see another woman if he wanted to, and she wanted nothing to do with him. The very notion of being with someone besides Eliza after what he’d experienced with her made his stomach rebel. Made him want to take a scalding shower to rid himself of anyone’s touch that came before her. They’d damned him. He’d damned himself.


    It took him a moment to realize the buzzer had gone off in his apartment and didn’t just exist inside his head, joining all the other noise. He pressed the button to allow her inside and unlocked his apartment door. She walked in a minute later and the glue holding his heart intact gave out, sending shards ripping into his internal organs. It hit him hard that he’d never experience this again, the pleasure of her coming home to him. And he wanted it so bad. Every evening for the rest of his life. In the red strapless dress he’d requested she wear, and black high heels, she looked so enticing, his body readied itself for her pleasure immediately. He wanted to take her against the door, but after the way they’d ended things last time he’d seen her, he knew that would be a huge mistake. It would be too easy when he planned on savoring every second he had left.


    “Hey,” she said, tucking her hair behind her ear. “You have any of that ouzo left in the fridge?”


    I love you. I love you so much. “Yeah, I think so. Enough for a couple of shots.”


    “Good.” She set her purse down on his dining room table. “It looks like we both need one.”


    He tried to smile at her attempt at humor, but the command didn’t reach his mouth. Finding it hard to look at her when she looked so excruciatingly pretty, he grabbed the ouzo out of the fridge while she hunted for shot glasses. She set them down at the same time he plunked the nearly empty bottle of ouzo onto the island. They locked eyes.


    “I guess it’s only fitting to end this how it started,” he said.


    After watching him for a beat, Eliza nodded and poured. The sound of swirling liquid sounded like a gunshot in the thick silence. “I want to tell you something. It’s important.”


    His heart tried to lodge itself in his throat. God, please let her tell me she wants me. Not just tonight. Not just in bed. In every way. He’d spend the rest of his life worshiping her. “After you left last night, your father insisted we order take-out and stay for dinner.”


    Disappointment gripped him. Not what he’d been expecting. Or praying for. “Yeah?”


    She hummed in her throat. “He was so quiet through dinner, I think even Caroline was worried.” Her finger circled the rim of her shot glass. “When she asked him what was wrong, he said, ‘Me. I’ve been wrong. I underestimated my own son’.” When she looked back up at him, she had tears in her eyes. “I just wanted you to know he said that. You deserve to hear it. No matter what happens here.”


    Oliver felt like he’d been coldcocked. His chest ached so bad his hand rose of its own accord to check for damage. He’d spent so long convincing himself he didn’t care about anyone’s approval, he’d started to believe his own bullshit. With Eliza standing in front of him, so soon from leaving, he felt whole and incomplete at the same time. “What is going to happen here, bunny?”


    Eliza handed him his shot of ouzo, but kept her gaze on the floor as she lifted her own. “I don’t know.” She tossed back the shot. “But we have to get it over with.”


    Anger mingled with pain in his bloodstream, but he ignored both. She had every right to be mad at him. He took the shot glass from her hand and set it on the island, alongside his own. The movement brought their bodies closer, and he didn’t even try to resist her gravity. He cupped the back of her head and kissed the corner of her mouth, lingering there as he spoke. “I’m sorry for how I treated your mouth, babe. You made me feel so fucking good. I got carried away.” He traced his lips over hers, ending at the opposite corner, which he kissed softly. “So sorry, Eliza.”


    Her breasts swelled over the top of her dress with each accelerated breath. “I loved it. Mostly.”


    Hearing her say she loved sucking him off made his cock throb in his pants. He ran a finger over the supple cleavage on display above her neckline. Thought of what it would be like to come on that very spot the next time she got on her knees for him, before he remembered there wouldn’t be a next time. “Mostly?” he managed.


    She smoothed her palms up his chest, making him want to growl. “I loved it until you made it about someone else, when it was just the two of us there.”


    “Isn’t that where this all leads? Someone else?”


    “Yes,” she whispered. “It has to.”


    Oliver took several deep breaths to calm the beast inside of him. He couldn’t taint their final time together with his jealousy, but damn if he didn’t want to fuck Porter right out of her head. He could do it, too, for a couple blessed hours. She wouldn’t think of a damn thing but him tonight. He reached behind Eliza and picked up the bottle of ouzo, tipping it to her lips. Those pink lips opened for the glass bottle, curling around the end in a way that threatened his sanity. After she’d drank her fill, they both stared at the dwindling contents of the bottle, only a few drops left in the bottom. An hourglass that had run out far too soon.


    Eliza’s hand slid around his and tugged the bottle toward her, so it hovered just above her chest, before turning it over and letting the liquor dribble onto the tops of her breasts. “Don’t let it go to waste, Oliver.”


    Her challenge hung in the air as he lifted her with an arm around her waist and licked every drop from her warm flesh, delving his tongue below the neckline to graze her pointed nipples. Need roared in his head like a gale wind and she was the eye of the storm. In the midst of his lust, he felt pride in Eliza. So confident now. Secure in her appeal. If he’d had anything to do with her transformation, his oncoming misery wouldn’t be for nothing.


    Her jerked Eliza higher and she wrapped her legs around his waist. He continued to devour her breasts until she arched her back and let them spill out of the dress, removing any barrier between her and his mouth. “You gorgeous girl. You delicious girl,” he muttered against her flesh, tongue circling her nipples before drawing them hard into his mouth. “Tell me again how you loved sucking my dick.”


    “I loved it,” she moaned. “I wanted you to love it.”


    Oliver groaned, unable to keep his hands off her ass a second longer. He peeled the tight, red material over her ass and kneaded the flesh he revealed. No panties. Good girl. “What about here, Eliza? Are you sore from your punishment?”


    “Yes,” she gasped.


    He wedged his hips between her thighs and bounced her up and down twice, letting her feel the steel of his cock. “Too sore to fuck, babe?”


    “No.” She bucked against him, making her breasts bounce right in front of his mouth. “No.”


    “Thank God,” he rasped. Dammit, how could he be this close to her heat and not pound her against the closest stable object? If he didn’t get her into his bed, he’d regret it, though. He wanted to wake up with her smell around him tomorrow morning and pretend just a little longer that she’d stayed. That the last couple weeks weren’t an elaborate dream. With a concerted effort, he walked them toward his bed while Eliza alternated kissing his neck and trying to rip his shirt off. Her pussy cradled him so perfectly, he could feel her dampness through his pants, seeping onto his cock, making him fucking crazed to get inside her.


    Savor this. Savor her.


    Oliver laid her down in the middle of his bed, his pulse racing at the sight of her there. Finally. They worked together to drag the dress off her body, before he shucked his own clothes in a hurry. Eliza’s lips parted on a whimper when he dropped his briefs, her thighs parting to reveal the spot he’d been fantasizing about since the moment she left him Saturday night. Four days. He hadn’t been inside her or tasted her in four days and he felt like he’d been imprisoned, a man without an escape. His desperation must have been clear on his face because her eyes were wide as silver dollars, nipples still damp from his mouth hardening into tight peaks.


    He knew what she expected of him. A lesson. Something that would teach her what to expect in this new life she wanted to live. Without him. Sweat beaded his forehead. He opened his bedside table and stared down at the range of toys. Leather cuffs, blindfolds, riding crops. As he rolled a condom down his hard length, he stared down at the objects within the drawer until they blurred into a void. He slammed the drawer shut. Was there anything in this world that could make an experience with Eliza better? No. Not right now, at least, when he would resent anything that came between them. Anything that represented an intrusion.


    “Oliver?”


    He looked down at her and groaned. Innocent curiosity was written in her expression, this girl who’d consumed his mind. His heart. That would be her lesson. When she walked away from him, she would know what his love felt like, even if he never said it out loud.


    Starting at the base of her neck, he trailed his fingertips down between her breasts, over her belly, to stroke between her thighs. Her legs fell open like flower petals, and her hips rose to meet his hand. So perfectly. “If we had been alone last night, I would have soothed you here with my mouth after I made it sting. I hate knowing it went a full day without an apology from my tongue. I plan to make up for that now.” He circled her clit with his middle finger, watching as she tossed her head back and gasped. “I won’t take you with my cock until you’ve accepted my apology by coming on my lips. On my tongue. As many times as it takes.” Starving for her taste now, he climbed onto the bed and pushed her knees wide. “But I will be taking you with my cock, Eliza. You’ll be apologizing to me for making me so hard. For making me use my hand to come more in the last two weeks than I have in thirty-one years. And for all the times I won’t have the privilege of fucking you in the future.”


    He didn’t wait for her response, but delved between her legs and fastened his mouth to her clitoris. And sucked. And sucked. She went wild underneath him, screaming and writhing with such ferocity, he had to grind his dick into the mattress. Her voice went hoarse from begging him to stop, to keeping going, to repeating his name over and over. The screams only registered dimly, the taste of her was too intoxicating, too pure, it pulled him into a state of single-mindedness. Make her come. Make her come again. Oliver lost himself as he traced her slit with his tongue and pushed inside, using his fingers to pet her clit. Fingers ripped at his hair, dug into his shoulders. More. A sound managed to break through his sensual fog and he realized he’d been growling against her pussy.


    “Oliver. Jesus, enough. Stop. I can’t…I need you inside me.”


    Inside her. I can be inside her. He took one final lick and laid a kiss on top of her clit. There wasn’t an ounce of finesse left inside him as he climbed over her glistening body and shoved her thighs wide. He buried the full length of his cock inside her with one rough thrust, swallowing her scream with his mouth. “Shhh,” he breathed against her parted lips. “Remember this. Remember how it feels.” His chest shuddered as he withdrew and sunk into her heat once again. “Put your hands all over me, Eliza. I want to feel them when you’re gone.”


    When her palms stroked down his back, ran over his ass and traced back up to bury themselves in his hair, he made a choked noise. It felt so good to be touched. By her. Is this why he’d been restraining women so long? Had he been saving himself for her hands? Yes. Thank God there was some part of him that hadn’t been given away.


    He wrapped his fingers around the headboard above her head and rolled his hips, driving into her in rhythmic waves. When her eyes grew unfocused, he pressed their foreheads together and willed her to focus on him. She did. The connection he felt to her as he stared into her eyes made him feel raw, exposed. Right where he wanted to be with her.


    “I’m going to miss your eyes,” he whispered, leaning down to kiss her eyelids. “I’m going to miss this mouth, this nose…this heart.” Feeling moisture in his eyes and not giving a shit, he laid his lips over the left side of her chest and breathed in the scent of her skin. “I’m going to miss your hands and how they feel in mine. Your laugh. I’ll really fucking miss that.” His climax was an inevitability, looming over him, ready to take him away from her. She’d begun to spasm around him, her thighs clenching around his waist. It didn’t feel like it usually did. Like a mere promise of relief. It felt like parts of him would be swept away when it happened and there was nothing he could do to stop it.


    Tears rolled down Eliza’s temples, landing on his pillow. “You’ll still see me, Oliver.”


    “It won’t be the same.” His body didn’t care about the anguish careening through him. Only knew being inside Eliza was the feeling it craved.


    She gasped as he picked up his pace, thrusting into her relentlessly. Her hands flew up and curled around his on the headboard. “We agreed, Oliver.” Her toes dug into the muscles of his lower back as she moaned. “Three lessons. No mess. Those were the rules.”


    “Don’t talk to me about rules when I feel like I’m dying,” he growled. “Fuck the rules. I want it all. I want all of you.”


    The headboard rapped against the wall, punctuating her cries as she came apart beneath him. The sight of her shaking, the feel of her, made it impossible to hold back any longer. He crashed into her with a shout and came with such intensity, his vision wavered. Wanting to wring every last ounce of her and capture it with his memory, he brought their lips together and kissed her as they came down from a high he knew he’d never accomplish again.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Eliza laid beneath Oliver, replete of energy or ambition to ever move again. Her body had been satisfied by his before, an understatement if she’d ever heard one, but this time more than her sexual needs had been met. It made no sense, this glowing beacon trying to shine its way out of her chest. They’d been skin to skin. He’d looked her in the eye and something had transferred between them. Something irrevocable, but she had no idea what. It seemed like the world might end if she never found out, though. I want all of you. His words echoed like they’d been shouted inside a cave.


    Did she dare ask him what he’d meant? He’d been in the throes of climax. She shouldn’t hold him to the words, shouldn’t even bring them up. But in minutes she’d be walking out the door and never knowing would haunt her forever.


    “Oliver.” She ran her fingers down his sweat-slicked back. “What did you mean? You feel like you’re dying…that you want it all—”


    “Are you trying to make this harder for me?” He lifted his head and pinned her with a tortured gaze. “You told me you wanted to get this over with. Now it is.”


    She’d never seen him in so much pain, and it felt as if her throat were closing up. Had she misjudged him? This entire situation? Would he be this upset if it were simply his pride being hurt? It seemed like so much more. Nothing could be worse than seeing him like this. Not even the unimaginable pain that would come with his rejection. Eliza gathered her courage. “What if I don’t want it to be over?”


    He went still on top of her, but she couldn’t read his expression. He looked afraid to move. His voice finally crashed over her in a jagged rush. “Do you mean it? Do you—”


    A loud knock on the door.


    Neither one of them moved.


    “Are you going to get that?”


    He braced his elbows on either side of her, as if he wanted to cage her in. “No fucking way. Talk to me, babe. Tell me—”


    “Oliver,” a voice yelled through the door. “It’s Caroline. You have two minutes to open up or I use my spare key.”


    Eliza pushed at Oliver’s chest and scrambled out from underneath him. Oh my God, oh my God. No way was her best friend walking in here and finding her naked underneath her brother. She would never recover from it. Their friendship would never recover from it.


    “This isn’t happening,” he said, sitting up and burying his face in his hands.


    “Yes, it is. Get dressed,” she whispered, tossing his dress pants into his lap “Where should I hide? Is the closet big enough?”


    When the silence in the room stretched, she looked over and found Oliver watching her from underneath heavy eyelids. His face looked carved from stone. “Did you mean it when you said you didn’t want this to be over?”


    “We can’t talk about it right now.”


    “If you meant it, don’t hide.” He stood and stalked toward her. “Don’t hide.”


    She paused in the middle of zipping her dress to back away, giving him an incredulous look. “Do you hear yourself? This isn’t a decision I can make in under two minutes.”


    “Make it.”


    This was a man she didn’t even recognize. His eyes snapped with temper, his body resembled immovable granite, when moments ago he’d touched her so sweetly, sent her past her peak so many times she’d lost count. He was asking her for the one thing she wouldn’t give him. Not without some rational thought and planning put into it. She wouldn’t cruelly confront Caroline with something of this magnitude. They needed to have a conversation. God, she didn’t even know what Oliver wanted. He stood in front of her making demands, but what would hurting her friend accomplish without knowing where they stood?


    She yanked her zipper up. “I’m not going to hurt her for no reason.”


    Oliver flinched and Eliza’s heart slowed to a dull thud. She reached for him immediately, desperate to explain herself. That she hadn’t meant he wasn’t a good enough reason.


    The key turned in the lock and Eliza froze. Oliver lifted an eyebrow.


    With only a split second to make a decision, Eliza lunged for the closet beside the bathroom and pulled the door shut. She pressed her forehead against the door and rolled it back and forth. Why did it feel like she’d just made an irreparable mistake?


    She heard the heavy apartment door open and close, then the sound of Caroline’s heels clicking along the hardwood floor. “Hey. Catch you in the middle of something?”


    Oliver’s cleared his throat. “Nope. Absolutely nothing.”


    Those words sent a sharp pain right through her, making Eliza rub the heel of her palm under her breastbone. He sounded so cold. Detached.


    “Which closet is she in?”


    Eliza’s spine snapped straight. Had she heard Caroline right? The heels clicked closer. “Come on out, Eliza. Think of how much more embarrassing it will be if I open the closet door, versus you walking out on your own.”


    Her stomach felt hollow as she let that scene unfold in her head. Caroline was right. But how had she known? Feeling the pressure of tears behind her eyelids, Eliza pushed open the door and stepped out. Caroline had her arms crossed, but apart from a pissed off expression, showed no reaction to Eliza’s appearance.


    “How?” Eliza asked, barely moving her lips.


    “How.” Caroline laughed without humor. “You two have been acting strange for weeks. Oh, and in case everyone forgot, I’m an investigative journalist. I’ve been interviewed on CNN.”


    Eliza refused to look at Oliver, even though she really needed his support in the face of her best friend’s pain. It was there, burning through the anger. “I’m sorry,” was all she could manage.


    “I gave you the perfect opening to tell me in the car last night, Eliza. Dammit.” She threw her purse onto Oliver’s couch. “We’re supposed to trust each other with everything. Even something like this.”


    She couldn’t avoid looking at Oliver any longer. Shirtless and rumpled, he leaned against the wall staring out the window toward the East River. Like his mind was already on other, more important things. Hurting worse than she ever thought possible, she returned her attention to Caroline. “I should have told you. I’m sorry.”


    Caroline glared at Oliver over her shoulder and Eliza couldn’t help but get the impression that her best friend was waiting for Oliver to speak up, too. Wanting him to speak up. “Look, he’s my brother and I love him.” She closed her eyes and huffed out a breath. “But—”


    “But I’ll hurt you.” Oliver pushed off the wall, eyes dark and forbidding. “I go through women like water. I’m a playboy. I’ve taken more women to bed than I can count.” He hurled a glance at his sister. “She thought you were smarter than this, Eliza. Isn’t that what you wanted to say?”


    Caroline bristled. “Don’t put words in my mouth. I only—”


    “She’s right, Eliza.” His hands curled into fists and Eliza thought he might put them through the window, but he planted them on his hips instead. “You are better than me.”


    Eliza wanted to sink down into the floor and weep, but she somehow managed to stay standing upright. She couldn’t remain in the apartment a second longer. Didn’t have time to wonder why Caroline looked disappointed or why Oliver would no longer meet her gaze. All she knew was the two people who she loved most in the world were directing their frustration at her. Maybe never wanted to see her again. She felt gutted. Bereft.


    “Just go,” Oliver shouted, making her jump. “Go.”


    She gathered her shoes and purse, unable to control the sobs that broke free. Before she reached the door, she felt Caroline’s hand on her shoulder. “Eliza, wait—”


    “I can’t. I can’t.” The need to get as far away from any reminder of this mistake weighed down on her. If she had the energy to sprint for the elevator, she would have. She shrugged off Caroline’s hand and dove out the door, pulling it closed behind her.


    As Eliza bypassed the elevator and went for the stairs, the sounds of glass shattering followed behind her.


    …


    I’m going to hate every second of this job.


    Eliza followed Conrad Sterns’ assistant through the frosted glass door leading to the über-modern, palatial estate. Pristine white marble floors spread out in front of her, reflecting the sunlight that beamed down from several skylights. Bobby Darin’s soothing voice played over unseen speakers, old clashing with new. Any other day, she would hum along, let herself get swept up in the music’s nostalgia, but it felt too contrived. Forced. Especially with the giant projection screen on the wall, showing where Conrad had apparently paused Grand Theft Auto in the middle of killing a civilian.


    She wanted to go back to sleep. Not the kind of sleep people did in their beds, although that would work too. She wanted to go back to the zombie state she’d been hiding inside for two days, giving one word answers and excuses that she just needed coffee. In no way was she prepared to have actual discourse with another human being. A human being who could probably pay her salary for the next six months with this job. Earn her a promotion in the process.


    How did one function when their insides felt demolished? By now, she should be an expert, but it only got harder with every step she took. Every breath she drew into lungs still sore from her crying jag Wednesday night. Friday morning had rolled around in the blink of an eye. She couldn’t remember a single second of what had transpired between stumbling from Oliver’s apartment until now. She only knew she hurt. So fucking much. No way to bypass that.


    Had it been her fault? It was as if her brain had placed a mental block on anything that could increase her pain out of self-preservation. The only thing she could process at this point was that she didn’t have Oliver anymore. In the back of her mind, she’d been holding out hope they would go beyond three stupid lessons. She was even woman enough to admit she’d hoped for it since that very first night at Serve, but had placed blinders on her true feelings.


    She loved Oliver. She’d loved him forever. Now, that love was crushing her.


    Caroline had been calling and leaving voicemails, but she hadn’t been brave enough to listen to a single one of them. If she had to hear her friend’s sympathy over falling for a man she’d known damn well was unattainable, it might be the final blow that would knock her down. As much as she wanted to wallow in a tub of Nutella, she worried that once she laid down, she’d stay there.


    Conrad Sterns breezed in through the patio door wearing swim trunks, a towel thrown over his shoulder. “Miss Ballas. Right on time.”


    She tried not to cringe when he gave her the once over. Knowing his eyes liked to roam, she’d dressed modestly today on purpose, pairing a light pink tunic dress with ballet flats. Putting on a professional smile, she walked toward him and extended the hand not holding her giant work portfolio. “Mr. Sterns. Good to see you again.”


    He gave her a conspiratorial look, as if her innocent greeting had meant something intimate. “Same here. I wondered if Preston would come along to keep an eye on you.”


    Her balance pitched at the mention of his name and it took her a moment to catch her breath. Irritation finally found enough room to wiggle in. “I assure you I don’t need anyone to keep an eye on me. Shall we go through the house and see what we’re working with?”


    “She’s all business,” Conrad commented to the assistant still hovering behind Eliza, then laughed. “I guess you don’t want me to put a shirt on first.”


    “By all means, get dressed,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’ll wait here.”


    He leaned back against his black granite dining table and tapped his fingers on either side of his thighs. “I don’t take a meeting with anyone unless I’ve done my research. Your work is more than adequate. There’s no reason for a grand tour.”


    Eliza frowned. “Then what am I doing here?”


    He flicked a glance at his assistant who promptly left the room. “Our association will be advantageous to me.”


    “I still don’t understand.”


    There was a long pause before he spoke, but he finally sounded semi-sincere. “Let’s just say that I’m still the new kid in town. Certain social circles are still wary of the guy who earned his money doing things they don’t understand.” He ran the towel over his still-damp hair. “Having Oliver Preston’s girlfriend decorate my house, whatever the fuck that entails, will give me a name to drop. Maybe more, depending on you.”


    Eliza thought talking to Caroline or seeing Oliver would be the knockout blow to take her down, but this was coming dangerously close. “Me?”


    “Yes.” He encompassed the room with his arms. “You work on my house and Preston gets me past the front door of the old boy’s club. The one he was born into. It’s a small price to pay for the money I’m going to be paying you.”


    “He’s not my boyfriend,” she said, sounding far-off.


    Conrad smirked. “Your tongue in his mouth the other night said different.”


    If she looked down, she was pretty sure her skin would be crawling. The part of her she’d almost left bleeding on the floor in Oliver’s apartment wanted to turn and storm out. Dive into her car and drive home where she could mourn the last few days in peace. She was surprised to find, though, that there was another part of her. A new addition that hadn’t been there before. Confidence bubbled inside her like the contents of a cauldron. She heard Oliver’s voice, back before he’d tossed her out of his apartment.


    You’re incredibly brave.


    You were spectacular. I’ve never seen anything half as beautiful as you were. As you are.


    She thought of how Oliver shook underneath her hands. The hoarse sounds he made every time they kissed. His hand holding hers so tightly in the cab. I’m really glad you’re here.


    Dammit. It was painful to think about, but imbued her with self-assurance at the same time. Oliver might not want her forever, not like she wanted him. But he’d done exactly as he’d set out to do. Exactly as she’d asked him to do. He’d brought to life a new, stronger side of her. A side that didn’t take shit from dick-sticks like Conrad Sterns.


    “Listen to me. I am good at what I do. No, I’m excellent. That is what you’re getting out of this deal. Believe me, it’s quite enough for putting up with you.” She dug her nails into her palm. “Oliver and I don’t come as a package. If you want entrée into classier social circles, then learn how to deserve it. If you want your home not to look like a replica of the house from Scarface, because it really does, you need to give me a tour of where I’ll be working for the next six months.”


    Her words hung in their air for tense seconds wherein she swore he was gearing up to throw her out. His face had gone red, but she couldn’t tell if it was embarrassment or anger. Finally, Conrad pushed off the table. “Should we start with the kitchen?”


    “Yes,” she answered, leading the way. Having memorized his floor plan, she knew exactly where it was. The sooner she dazzled Conrad with her ideas, the quicker she could go find Oliver. After everything they had been through together, she couldn’t allow the rift to remain. Losing him completely would kill her. There was simply no choice.


    She was going to tell him she loved him.


    And maybe, just maybe, her words would unlock something inside him. Something that allowed him to love her back. He had to feel something for her or this yearning inside her wouldn’t go so deep, right? She had to know.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Oliver stared at the screen of his computer, wondering how long he could pull off this charade. He’d been sitting in this same position for three hours, watching emails multiply in his inbox, hearing his phone ring, but none of it felt real. The only thing that had ever felt real was gone. No, not gone. Thrown out. He’d thrown Eliza out of his apartment. Shouted at her to leave, with the full knowledge she’d rip him to shreds the second she set foot outside.


    He’d asked for too much. He could see that now. Starting slow hadn’t seemed like an option after what they’d shared, but he should have been happy with his sliver of progress. When she’d looked up at him and said, what if I don’t want it to be over, his moronic ass had heard wedding bells. His sister had shown up and he’d thought, there’s no better time than the present to come clean, reveal they were together. Eliza’s rejection of that fantasy had snuffed out his overwhelming hope, locked it up again when it had only just broken free. He’d still been reeling from making love to her, experiencing the kind of euphoria he’d never thought existed. He hadn’t been able to withstand being shut down on the heels of it. So he’d stood there and let her take it on the chin, when he should have been standing behind her, defending every goddamn perfect minute of time they’d spent together. Right when she’d needed him most, he’d stood by and piled even more shit on top of her.


    If she didn’t hate his guts, he would be eternally shocked. All she’d ever done was follow the rules. He’d been the one to fall in love with someone he didn’t deserve. Now she was suffering under the weight of his sister’s rightful disapproval…and him? He couldn’t see past the next minute ticking by on his computer’s clock. If he thought even two minutes ahead, he’d start pounding his head against the desk, not stopping until sweet unconsciousness took over. He’d been counting on his old pal, unconsciousness for the last two nights, drinking himself into a stupor and attempting to find her scent somewhere in his apartment. Ripping off his bed sheets and wrapping them around his body, searching every inch of it for her sweetness. It was fading so fast. Too fast.


    God, what was she doing? Where was she? Today was…Friday? His right eye started to tick. She had her in house meeting with Sterns today. Jesus, he felt like throwing up, but that would require him to move, and he needed to stay perfectly still or he’d dissolve. The only thing he’d forced himself to accomplish since she’d left on Wednesday had been to drop the paperwork off at Columbia for Frankie’s scholarship. At least he hadn’t failed at everything.


    Someone walked into his office but he didn’t have the energy to look up and learn their identity. He didn’t give a shit who it was, be it Santa Clause or the President. Or both. They could take a fucking number. His sister had come in every hour on the hour, saying words and trying to force him to think, but he’d managed to block her out. He’d created an invisible barrier around him that hummed like a light saber, even if he was the only one who could hear it.


    “Oliver?”


    He wanted to swat the woman’s voice away like a fly. It was accompanied by heavy perfume that choked off the oxygen he was barely capable of inhaling. Not light and fresh like Eliza. He felt a sudden, urgent need to find out what type of perfume Eliza wore and get a bottle of it. It would be torture smelling it on anything other than her skin but at least he’d have a small part of her.


    “Oli-ver.”


    The screensaver came up on his computer and broke his concentration, forcing him to greet the newcomer. A woman. A young woman who had decided to perch herself on the corner of his desk. Did he know her from somewhere? Oh, right. The intern Caroline had hired. There was a vague familiarity about her, but he couldn’t place it. Didn’t care enough to make the effort. What did everyone want from him? Let me die in peace.


    “Is there something I can do for you?” His question came out sounding like a croak, but she laughed as if it were the funniest thing in the world.


    She crossed her legs and posed, one hand behind her head. “You can stop moping around and take me to lunch for my first day.”


    Lunch. As in eat actual food? “I’m sorry. Do I know you?”


    Her laugh made his teeth hurt. “You’re hysterical. Come on, let’s get out of here. I’m bored.”


    It hit him then. Blue Dress from the gala. Had he…inadvertently encouraged her to apply for a job here? He could barely remember their conversation. When he thought of that night, all he could think of was Eliza. All he could think about period was Eliza.


    “Sorry, I have to work.” He nudged his mouse and woke up his computer just to be convincing, but it seemed so pointless. God, he was sick of his own bullshit. “Actually, you seem like a really great girl. I’m just not interested.” Unbelievable. It felt unbelievable to say that out loud. Exactly how long had he been pretending to be interested in anyone but the girl he loved? Fuck, he loved Eliza so much. Was she done with her meeting yet? How had it gone?


    Apart from her eyes flashing wider, Blue Dress didn’t appear discouraged by his refusal. She executed an awkward scoot across his desk and leaned down, probably to put her cleavage on display, but he had no desire to look. “Are you sure you’re not interested?”


    He caught her hand mid-air, just before it reached his face. “Positi—”


    “Oliver.”


    Every muscle in his body went on high alert when he heard Eliza’s voice. The light saber barrier around him crashed to the floor in a flurry of sparks and he shot up straight in his chair. She floated into his office looking more beautiful than he’d ever seen her. Her face glowed with a healthy flush. She looked triumphant. Happy. His heartbeat swelled loud in his ears, making up for the last couple days when it hadn’t beat at all. She smiled at him as if she couldn’t wait to tell him something, wanted to throw herself into his arms where he needed her. But it all washed away in one horrifying breath of time.


    As if someone had hit a mute button, he couldn’t hear a sound. Eliza looked at him, at the girl sitting on his desk, and her joyful expression transformed with recognition. He’d become so attuned to her, he could see every thought play out on her face. The vacant sadness in her eyes told him everything. She thought he’d lied. That he had gone home with this girl after the gala. That he’d lied to her about it. Otherwise, why would she be here, sitting so close? His fist slammed down onto the desk involuntarily. “No.”


    Eliza shifted on her feet. “I-is this a bad time? I can come back.”


    The desolation in her voice threatened to carve him wide open. “Don’t leave. For God’s sake, please don’t fucking leave.” He was torn between rounding the desk and hauling her inside and staying perfectly still in case she bolted. One problem at a time. He looked at the girl sitting on his desk. “Excuse us. Now,” he added when she didn’t immediately move.


    Eliza lifted her chin when the girl walked past and if at all possible, he fell even harder for her. When they were finally alone, he stood slowly behind his desk. What he really wanted to do was throw himself down in front of her and beg for mercy. “I know what you’re thinking and—”


    “No, you don’t.” Her smile wavered a little before sticking. “I tried calling, but you didn’t answer. You, uh…you never made that phone call to Porter. I just wanted to stop by and remind you.”


    His legs turned to liquid, sending his body collapsing down into the chair. He’d been right. She had to hate him, because this was his worst nightmare come to life. Of course, she didn’t know that, did she? She thought he was a lying, scumbag womanizer. That’s all he’d ever be to her. She’d been programmed too early to see him one way, and no amount of trying could convince her differently. Hell, she wanted somebody different. When he’d agreed to it, he must have had the foresight of a goldfish. Or maybe he’d just been so confident that she wouldn’t want Porter after they’d been together. Whatever the reason, he’d put himself in this situation and there was no way out of it. Unless…


    “If that’s really what you want, bunny, I’ll do it.” The words tasted like rusty vinegar in his mouth. “When and where?”


    Her lips parted in an O, as if she hadn’t expected him to agree so readily, but she recovered quickly. “Tonight at eight.”


    Agony lanced what was left of him. “So soon, huh? You certainly aren’t wasting any time.”


    She reddened, and he cursed himself for embarrassing her on top of everything. He never wanted her to be anything but blindingly happy. “Make the call now. While I’m here.”


    He wanted to howl or throw something. How could one person withstand this much torture? Look straight at the girl of his dreams while saying the words that would give her to someone else? Surely he’d woken up in hell this morning. It was the only explanation. His arm felt like lead as he opened his long, middle desk drawer and drew out Porter’s business card, setting it beside the phone. Each punch of the buttons while dialing Porter’s number felt like a dagger jabbing him in the stomach.


    “Porter, this is Oliver Preston. I don’t know if you remember me from Serve…? Yes, that would be me.” He looked up to find Eliza watching him wide-eyed in the doorway. It hurt to look at her, so he focused back on the digital clock in the lower right hand side of the computer screen. “I owe you an apology for my behavior. I had no right to tell you to stay away from Eliza Ballas. In fact,” he swallowed hard, “she’d love to see you tonight if you’re available…yes, I was going to suggest the same. Room two-twenty. She’ll see you then.”


    Oliver replaced the phone in its cradle and stared down at his desk. He had no idea for how long. When he looked up, Eliza was gone.


    …


    What am I doing here?


    Eliza put one foot in front of the other and tried to walk in a straight line. Such an effort. Would anyone notice if she laid down and never got up? She’d come to Serve dressed to kill, but she felt like it was killing her instead. Walking in through the front door, male heads had turned in her direction. There had been interested murmurs as she swayed through the crowd on her way to the elevator. Only a few more steps and she would be at room two-twenty. Face to face with Porter. Or not Oliver as her brain stubbornly continued to call him.


    He’d done it. He’d actually called Porter and arranged the date. She’d been silently screaming at him to refuse her request, even though she’d been the impulsive one to ask. When she’d walked in and seen him smiling up at that girl from the gala, everything inside her had grinded to a halt. All the fizzing perfection, the gleaming assurance that all would be well once she told Oliver she loved him, had dried up in a single, horrifying instant. She really was a fool. Just like the girls from his past, she’d projected something that wasn’t really there. Projected potential feelings onto him that could never exist.


    Demanding that he call Porter while she stood in his office had been her way of showing him he didn’t hurt her. God, that was laughable. He’d done more than hurt her. He’d pulverized her. The stupid idea had backfired, too, because she’d had to listen to the man who owned her heart freely set her up with another man. The phone call played on repeat in her head like a broken record every time she encountered silence. Which is part of the reason she’d gone through with her plan to meet Porter. To avoid silence. Avoid thoughts. Or feelings.


    Could she do it? Let Porter touch her when she still burned for Oliver? Leaving her apartment, she’d been so certain that this would help heal her. Cure her of the misconception that she and Oliver were supposed to be together always. Maybe another man’s hands would erase the memory of him. Now that she stood outside room two-twenty, however, she knew it was totally useless. Her feelings for Oliver ran far deeper than physical attraction. Sex with another man wouldn’t bandage the wound, it would be like pouring salt inside of it.


    Knowing she had to cancel on Porter for the third time since they’d met, she knocked softly on the door. She would apologize and get out of here, out of these clothes. With no work tomorrow, she could burrow under her covers and stay there. Rest her aching head. Even now, Monday morning seemed too close. Too much of an effort.


    “Come in,” a muffled male voice said from inside the room.


    Eliza turned the knob and pushed open the door. “I’m sorry, I have to—” The words died on her lips when she saw Oliver sitting on the bed. What is he doing here? Even after all the pain he’d caused, her gaze devoured the sight of him hungrily, as if she hadn’t just seen him that afternoon. He still wore his work clothes, but he’d removed his jacket and tie. A couple of days’ worth of a beard shaded his jaw. Blood-shot eyes were focused intently on her. The weight of his stare forced her to look away or she risked letting loose the tide of emotions crashing inside of her.


    “Hello, Eliza.”


    She noticed that he held a full bottle of ouzo in his hands. “What are you doing here? Where is Porter?”


    He raked her with a glance. “You look goddamn amazing. Jesus, I thought I hated him before. Seeing you dressed like that for him…” he broke off, plowing his fingers through his hair. “Now I think I’d like to kill him.”


    “You’re not making sense, Oliver.”


    “I’m trying. It’s hard to think when all I want to do is fucking hold you.” He shot to his feet and strode closer. She thought he might kiss her and knew even then, she would never be able to resist him. If he touched her, she’d be his. In a heartbeat. It scared her just how much certainty she had in that fact. And the fact that she’d never get over him. Not as long as she lived.


    At the last second, he bypassed her and closed the door, bathing her in acute disappointment. She tried to squash it, along with the hope that had bloomed hearing that he wanted to hold her. She’d been down that road, though. It was a dead end. “Why don’t you start with answering my question? Where is Porter?”


    Oliver took a step in her direction, but Eliza got the impression he was blocking the exit. “Porter isn’t coming.”


    It didn’t even surprise her how little she cared. “Why?”


    His throat worked. “When I called him this afternoon…I had the mute button pressed the whole time. He probably hung up after the first few seconds of silence.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t do it, babe. I can’t even stand the thought of him near you, let alone being the one to put you there. I won’t do it.”


    Her chest felt like a dam about to give way, but she plugged the holes. She was too tired. Too wrung out. Clear, honest words. That’s all she could process at this point. “Why are you here in his place?” Yes, she was exhausted, but as soon as the question left her mouth, she grew terrified of not getting the answer she needed. Terrified she would.


    Oliver closed the distance between them and grasped her upper arms. “Eliza, all this time, all these wasted years, I’ve been trying to distract myself from what I needed. I needed you from the day we met, and I’m an idiot for ignoring what my fucking soul was trying to tell me. You waited for me, and I didn’t wait for you. If there was something I could do to change that, I’d kill myself trying.” With a shaky breath, he reached down and took her hand, placing it in the center of his chest. “I know when you look at me you see a man who has used and been used. You think I have nothing left to offer you.” His eyes burned. “Believe me when I tell you that no one has touched what I’ve got inside me for you, Eliza. Just. You. It’s real. It’s the reason I’m alive. I’m alive to offer you everything. Take it. I’m begging you to take it. Take me. I’m so scared to find out what happens if you don’t.”


    A deluge of relief and awe almost made Eliza collapse. She wanted to jump into his arms and promise to take everything he wanted to offer her. It would be so easy and be so achingly perfect. He’d drag her under, and she wouldn’t think about another thing but him. For a while. “I can’t compete with other women, Oliver.” A sob fell past her lips. “I don’t want to.”


    He made a pained sound. “I wish you could feel what happens inside me when I look at you, Eliza. It’s like I finally have a future and it’s fucking beautiful. There will never be another person for me as long as you exist. Before I’d even had you, no one compared. Now that I have? The thought of being with someone else, the thought of you being with someone else, makes me insane. Believe what I’m saying.” His voice rang with intensity. “Please, Eliza. Just let me prove myself. I won’t let you feel a single second of doubt for the rest of your life.”


    She thought back to that afternoon in the office, when she’d walked in and seen that girl sitting on his desk. At the time, she hadn’t let herself see beyond what appeared obvious. What she would expect to see if she hadn’t learned so much more about Oliver over the last few weeks. Now, with his raw promises ringing in her ears, she recalled the strain she’d seen on his face. The grimace she’d interpreted as a smile. How haggard he’d looked behind the desk as he leaned away. Not toward. She’d had an idea of Oliver for so long in her mind, she’d neglected to replace it with this man. This man who kept his word and treated her with respect. Love. This amazing man who wanted to be with her.


    Her pulse sped up so fast, she felt lightheaded. She just needed a moment to gather her thoughts so she could say what he deserved to hear. “Why did you bring the ouzo?”


    He brushed her hair over her shoulder. “If you won’t give me forever, I’ll beg you to stay with me…at least until the ouzo runs out. I’ll take whatever I can get, Eliza. Every last second.”


    She threw her arms around his neck, wondering how the hell she’d held off so long. Her body molded to his, pressed close by his ferocious grip. Her nerve endings sang wherever they touched. God. Life without this would have been dark. “Forget the ouzo. I’m yours forever, Oliver. I’ve been yours forever.”


    His body sagged, making them both stumble, but he caught them before they went over. Warm breath raced in her ear. “So I shipped forty crates of ouzo to your apartment this afternoon for no reason?”


    Eliza laughed and felt tension ebb from every muscle. “Were you going to try and keep me on a technicality?”


    “We both know I like to play dirty.”


    Finally, he kissed her, but it dissolved into ragged moans. They breathed hard against one another’s lips. It felt so good to touch him. Without reservations or questions hanging in their air. She had her answer. Oliver.


    He framed her face with his hands. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I will be destroying that outfit you’re wearing. I need to never see it again. I hate that it was meant for—”


    “No.” She pressed a kiss to his mouth, her throat aching for what she’d put him through. What they’d put each other through. “I walked in here ready to cancel and saw you instead. I wasn’t going through with it. I couldn’t. Not when I love you this much.”


    “Thank Christ.” He buried his face against her neck and exhaled on a shudder. “How did I survive this long without you? I love you, Eliza. It’s all I can feel. I’m made of it. If you’ve got even an ounce of this for me, I’m so damn grateful.”


    She started to tell him that she felt more than an ounce of love, that her love for him felt bottomless, but he brought their mouths together before she had the chance, kissing her with such sweetness and reverence, a sob built up in her throat. “I want you so bad, babe, but I need you at home,” he husked at her lips. “I need home to mean Eliza. Unless I can wake up and see you beside me, I don’t want to be there. I don’t want to be anywhere.”


    Love rising like a tide in her chest, Eliza stooped down and picked up the already uncorked bottle of ouzo. She pulled out the wood stopper and tipped it to her lips, before doing the same to Oliver. “I forgot to tell you something.”


    “What is it?”


    “My grandparents didn’t just drink ouzo to seal business deals.” She shook her head. “They drank it on their wedding day. To celebrate their marriage.”


    He heaved a breath. “Please tell me this means we’re already married.”


    “Not quite.” She laughed against his mouth. “But I wanted to be yours since that first night. Wanted you to be mine.”


    “Ah, bunny.” He kissed her hard. “I’ve been yours a lot longer than that.”
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    Emily Gardner has returned to her hometown in Kansas to collect her things after her mother’s death. But the moment she steps back into the town, she’s flooded with memories. But it’s her childhood crush who wakens something even deeper in Emily. Mitch Taylor believes in a neat and orderly life. But with Emily’s return comes a desire so strong that Mitch can’t help but succumb to it. And with one night of forbidden, sensual delight, all of Mitch’s careful control will come completely undone…


    One Night of Scandal


    an After Hours novel by Elle Kennedy


    Newly single teacher Darcy Grant is tired of walking the straight and narrow path. She’s on the hunt for passion, and there’s no denying ex-fighter Reed Miller is just the man to give it to her. There’s only one problem—Reed is her ex’s best friend. Now it’s just a matter of setting a few ground rules…and hoping her rule-breaking, sweet-talking bad boy agrees to follow them. But if she lets Reed into her bed, does she stand a chance of keeping him out of her heart?


    Down on Her Knees


    a Dare Me novel by Christine Bell


    Detective Rafe Davenport makes Courtney DeLollis uneasy. She knows all too well what happens when a man has too much control, but a deeper, darker part of her is fascinated by his need to dominate in the bedroom. So when Rafe dares her to try four scenes, each designed to tease and torment, Courtney reluctantly agrees. But once he has her on her knees, Rafe realizes that she might be the one woman capable of bringing him to his…


    Two Week Seduction


    by Kathy Lyons


    Former bad boy turned Tech Sergeant John O’Donnell has exactly two weeks to sort out his mother’s finances before he heads back overseas—two weeks that he’s determined to spend as far from his best friend’s little sister as possible. Alea Heling has been craving more from John since their wild days together in high school, and this time, she’s not taking no for an answer…even if John won’t let it become more. Even if more is what they both need.


    Seducing Cinderella


    a Fighting for Love novel by Gina L. Maxwell


    Mixed martial arts fighter Reid Andrews needs to reclaim his title. Lucie Miller needs seduction lessons to catch the eye of another man. They agree to help each other, but by the end of their respective trainings, Reid and Lucie might just discover they’ve already found what they desire most…
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