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**********************

Plus-size business owner Pippa Jones is in dire straits. Before disappearing, her accountant floated himself a big “loan” instead of paying her PR firm's income and payroll taxes. Even if PJ can avoid criminal prosecution, she's going to have to sell everything she has and lay off all her employees, including her best friend!

 


Enter millionaire Blake Cross, her firm's biggest client and a notorious playboy. Discovering she's in trouble, he makes an offer that will fix both their problems. All she has to do is marry him and make it look real.

 


24/7.

 


With Blake calling her
baby
and
love
while his unyielding hands and mouth worship her body publicly and privately, Pippa’s starting to realize that the cost of saving her company just might be a broken heart.

 


**********************

CURVE CONTRACT

**********************

 


Blake Cross leaned forward, his face half a foot from mine as his hands gripped the sides of my desk. For the first time in a decade, I felt small and helpless as his dark gray gaze bored into my skull.

“What is there to think about, Pippa? Marry me and your problem is solved.”

I didn't know whether to laugh or cry and was trying hard not to do either -- or both. The idea that my biggest, richest and by far most attractive client had just proposed marriage felt like the lead up to a punch line or the pilot episode of
My Big Fat New York Wedding. That I was desperate enough to consider the offer was the opening act to my own personal tragedy.

I pushed my chair back from the desk. I couldn't think straight with him so close to me. The warm spices of his aftershave curled around my senses, stroked at my plump thighs until my stomach and chest clenched. My perineum pulled tight.

Just looking at him eroded my self-control. This was Blake Cross, for heaven’s sake!

I closed my eyes. Ignoring the growing attraction to him I'd felt for months was hard enough on a good day, but right then I needed a shoulder to cry on and big strong arms to hold me while a deep baritone whispered assurances that everything would be okay.

Blake was offering just that -- sort of.

“Pippa.”

I looked up to find him leaning closer, the distance I’d just put between us bridged.

“Answer me.”

I'm sure lots of women have fantasized about Blake proposing to them, just not like this, and not me. “You're serious? You want to marry me?”

Stupid question, but it was too late to take it back without looking the fool. Rich and drop-dead sexy, Blake spent his days swimming through a stream of perfumed A-list actresses, supermodels and socialites. His affairs are legendary and a big part of the Cross brand -- a brand I’d busted my ass cultivating the last twelve months.

That I was beneath his interest was apparent in his response.

“What I want isn't part of the equation.” Blake straightened and folded his arms across his broad chest. He stared at me, his gaze unreadable. “I need a temporary wife -- fast. This arrangement will solve both of our problems.”

Realizing he was serious, I took a slow breath in to compose my thoughts.

I looked beyond him to the glass wall separating my workspace from my employees. Half the crew of twenty was gone for lunch or off site with clients or vendors. Of those left, half a dozen were casting furtive glances in our direction. Blake was to blame. His visits always drew attention, particularly among the women. Today was worse than usual. He was more animated, his stance aggressive the second he walked through the elevators and the man was dripping sex appeal.

His gaze followed my line of sight. He walked over to the blinds and started to close them. “How many do you think have any savings to get them through to the next job?”

I watched the gaps in the blinds narrow as he drew the string. I forced myself not to blink. Tears would fall if I did. “That's not fair, using them against me like that.”

“Nothing about this mess is fair, Pippa.” He crossed back to me, stepping around the desk so that he was standing next to my chair. “It isn't fair Gorman screwed you, it isn't fair your employees could lose their homes because you misplaced your trust.”

I tried to inch my chair to the side.

“Running away isn't your style, Pippa.” Blake reached down, captured my wrist and forced me to stand. “Now give me your answer.”

Tilting my head back, I felt my knees weaken. I’d been dealing with this Gorman problem on my own for a month. Nearly sleepless, unable to eat without feeling like I was going to throw up, I was in no shape to handle Blake tightening the screws on me.

Releasing my hand, Blake grabbed my shoulders. Holding me steady, he glared down at me. I still had no idea how he knew about Gorman embezzling from the firm or the IRS agent that had visited me, threatening jail and a penalty as big as the hundred thousand plus in unpaid payroll taxes. I hadn't told anyone yet.

More mysterious was Blake's need for a wife and his willingness to pay for one -- especially when the woman in question was the chubby bunny who ran his PR campaigns.

Bloody hell! The would be another can of worms if I was stupid enough to accept his offer. The TV gossip shows and press would have a field day. Any woman Blake went out with was assured of plenty of coverage -- frequently accompanied by a public vivisection on blogs and in the comment sections of the papers and shows. When that woman happened to be a virtual nobody who wore a size sixteen?

Dead fucking meat.

The knot that had formed in my throat sank to my stomach. I had a damn good reason for weathering the media storm. Gorman’s embezzlement had started a chain reaction. I had to come up with the unpaid payroll taxes. Add to that the fines and I was out of business. But, hey, let’s not stop there. No business meant no money to cover the small amount of accounts payable the agency ran -- hello vendor lawsuits! It also meant unfinished campaigns that I had received advance payments on and lawsuits on the client side. So, yeah, as much hell as I would go through being Blake’s pseudo-wife, there was a whole other, nastier level of hell waiting for me if I didn’t.

But what about Blake? Marrying me had the potential to seriously damage the Cross brand. If he bailed on me, I would be double fucked and utterly humiliated.

I pushed his hands away. “I’m not answering you until I know why you need a temporary marriage.”

Nostrils flaring, his gaze jumped to the side and his mouth pressed into a grim line. Apparently his reason was on a need to know basis that didn't include me.

I folded my arms across my chest, mirroring his earlier stance. “I can't even consider agreeing until I know why.”

He looked back my way, his right brow shooting up. “You remember Anna?”

Anna Burke -- uber bitch and a former Senior Vice President of Cross Incorporated. She had resigned her position about six months earlier for reasons unstated. As the outside PR firm for Cross, I'd tried to discover why in case it had the potential to explode in the press. It was the only time Cross had given me the brush off -- until now.

I nodded, urging him to continue.

“She's suing the company for millions and -- more importantly -- enough in unearned stock options to make Cross Incorporated vulnerable to a takeover bid.”

Rage burned in his eyes. Even knowing it wasn't directed at me, I withered beneath its heat. The company was everything to him. He'd built it up on his own, product by product, store by store. Even with billions in annual sales and a cadre of senior executives, he kept a tight grip on the reins. It was his baby and any threat to the company made him feral. I’d seen it on more than one occasion.

A shiver ran through me, my shoulders twitching in an attempt to shrug it off. As angry as the question might make him, I had to know. “Why?”

“I'm not going to discuss
why
with the head of an outside PR firm that won't be in existence a month from now because of unpaid payroll taxes.” His hands drifted down to capture my wrists. He tugged me closer, his gaze softening the slightest bit as he chewed at his bottom lip. His hips gently pushed forward, nudging at my stomach as his voice dropped to stroke deep into my core. “My wife, on the other hand...”

My knees went weak all over again. I stumbled back. Blake's arms circled my waist. Cinching me to him, he dipped his head down, his breath playing warm against my ear. “I don't have a lot of time, Pippa. Neither do you. Tell me now that you'll do this or I have to move on.”

Trembling, I clutched his arms. A world of trouble weighing down on me couldn't erase the fact that I was pressed up against Blake Cross, his thick biceps flexing beneath my palms, my stomach rubbing against the hard plane of his hips. My pussy felt like he’d just run his tongue along its length, leaving me wet and achy.

Tightening my grip, I managed a squeak. “You can give me a few more seconds, Cross. How will marrying me help your lawsuit...what did you do to Burke?”

His hands dropped to clasp together below the curve of my ass. I wouldn't have thought it possible, but he lifted me off my feet. His strong arms slid my body up along his until we were at eye level. “I didn't do anything to Burke and you only need to know that marrying me will help you. Agree and you'll have a three hundred thousand dollar line of credit tomorrow, a private investigator to hunt Gorman down and a team of attorneys to school the IRS in how to treat a lady at no cost to you.”

Blake had already offered the money, the loan payable on demand and secured by all of the firm's assets and my own. A demand note meant he could pull it the moment I tried to back out of our deal or failed to perform to expectations. If I went through with it, the note would be canceled with the marriage's dissolution. The offer of a free PI and attorneys was new -- which meant he was desperate enough to sweeten the deal.

I swallowed and managed another squeak. “I never liked Burke, but I need to know I can pull it off. If she has a legitimate beef…”

I knew Blake well enough to stop talking when I saw the left corner of his mouth twitch once to the side.

He eased me back down to the floor but didn't release me or loosen his grip. He studied me, his gaze an unrelenting polished steel until he blinked. “Fine. Anna doesn't have a legal leg to stand on, but if she gets the jury on her side -- I'm screwed. You've done PR for law suits, Pippa. You know I’m right.”

His hands traveled up to grab my arms just above the elbow. He took a step back, his gaze raking my body for an instant before settling on my face. “I need a counterpoint to Anna. That's you.”

Speechless, I lifted a brow, my lips parting as anger and hurt threatened to boil over. I wanted to slap him for what he'd just said. It was cruel and unnecessary. With her tiny waist, big tits, and manicured everything -- Anna certainly was my opposite. I didn't need Blake Cross to rub my nose in it.

My jaw tightened and I saw confusion flit across his handsome features. A scowl chased it away.

“Why do I have the feeling you’re thinking something ridiculous, Pippa?” He pulled me closer, his fingertips starting to dig into the soft flesh of my arms. “I'm saying I need a woman of substance whose very existence exposes Anna as the rejected, scheming fraud she is.”

Lying to me like that only added insult to injury. I tried to twist free, but he was too strong and the press of his body against mine was annihilating any sense of self-preservation I still had in a slow grind. Every last brain cell knew I had to reject his proposal. Not only had he all but stated he wouldn’t want to marry a woman like me, but Anna would seek to destroy me and the New York press and general public would have a field day pointing and laughing at the fat little pumpkin Blake Cross had mistaken for a princess.

“Stop fighting and listen to me. I’ll protect you from the fallout and treat you well.” He crossed his arms along my back and squeezed, pinning me to him. “All I need you to do is be by my side as my loving wife until the trial is over. Can you do that?”

Loving Blake Cross -- I was halfway there. Every inch of my body ached from being pressed up against him again. My nipples were hard points. A faint tremble ran through my thighs. A flutter of contractions deep up inside me pushed out fresh cream to line my panties.

Still, he was arrogant if he really thought he could protect me from the fallout. Even if I weathered Burke and the media circus about to be unleashed, there was nothing Blake could do to shield me from my feelings for him. Those feelings would only grow stronger beneath the veneer of a fake marriage. Even now, this extraordinary intimacy with him as he tried to persuade me hurt like hell. I couldn’t escape the fact that desperation alone was driving him to hold me and touch me this way.

“Pippa...baby.” His hold on me relaxed into a loose embrace. “Can you?”

Baby?
The money, the investigator, the attorneys and, now,
baby.
Blake Cross didn’t play fair.

Out in the open bay of desks, a phone rang. I looked at the closed blinds. If I rejected Blake’s offer, the phones wouldn’t be on much longer -- or the lights

Apparently reading my mind, he brushed his cheek against mine, whispering in my ear. “They’re more than just your employees, Pippa. They’re your friends.”

I nodded. I’d known my core team for what seemed like forever. College, starter jobs in the smaller NY agencies, the first lean months of eighty-hour weeks just to keep the rent paid and the computers running. We’d been through a lot and they had all busted their asses to help the firm succeed.

Blake smoothed his palm up my arm. “Help them, yourself…” His lips brushed my ear and I felt like I was going to faint. “Help me.”

I nodded again, heart racing. I would do it for them -- not him or me, or for moments like this when he was holding me. When it was all done, I might have to hide out for a very long time with no television or internet or newspapers while my heart and pride healed.

“That’s my girl.” Blake’s mouth tracked left until his lips brushed mine. “But it has to look real, PJ. All the time, even when it seems like we're alone.”

The apprehension that had been slowly ebbing slammed back into me full force. I leaned my head back to look up at him. “All the time?”

“Anna will try to get people to sell us out -- your staff, mine. We should expect hidden cameras and microphones. And you can't shy away when I touch you in public -- that only works if I touch you in private, too.”

His hand drifted to the center of my back. He captured my head with the other. I had half a second to notice him draw his bottom lip in and then his mouth was pressed against mine. He broke contact, his fingers coiling in my hair.

“Can you do that?” He kissed me again, his tongue curling against my upper lip, sucking it into his mouth. “Can you make it real in my home, the car, the office...”

I wasn’t used to performing like he obviously was. He was buying in lock, stock and barrel -- right down to the press of his erection against my stomach. I looked down at the hard line of his cock straining against his pants. “We won’t have to...uhm...”

Hell! I couldn’t believe I was stuttering like some virgin school girl.

“We'll discuss that before you sign the pre-nup and I release the funds.” His free hand roamed my body, caressing my hips, squeezing an arm before stopping at last to curve under my breast, cupping the swollen flesh as his thumb and index finger tested the hardness of my nipple.

Blake Cross in my office, feeling me up with the blinds closed! The quiver of need rolling through my body intensified. “Are you sure you're being sued?”

Realizing how stupid that sounded, I blushed. Of course he was being sued. He wouldn’t be in my office if he had any other choice. He’d admitted that much already.

Stupid as the question was, he didn’t laugh. His tongue swept into my mouth. The hand on my breast grew more demanding, kneading and twisting as the kiss deepened. The room started spinning and I closed my eyes, my knees giving out as he took one straining nipple between his finger and thumb and pinched.

His powerful body with its muscled abs, thick biceps sculpted thighs, wasn’t just for show. Blake lifted me, his mouth still devouring me. Images of being laid out on my desk, his cock spearing into me, filled my head. Instead, he carried me toward my office door. Lowering me to my feet, he braced my back against the window. His mouth dropped to my neck.

Feeling the blinds shift against my back, I tried to stop him. “They'll see--”

His lips teasing the sensitive skin along the underside of my chin, I heard Blake murmur, “I know. I want them to.”

The words were like a cold, wet rag to the face. He was getting me all worked up as part of the charade! I pushed against his chest. “What do you mean?”

Blake leaned against my hands, his broad chest pinning me against the window as his hands cupped my face. “It begins now. We need to start selling the fact that we're a couple -- that we have been for months.”

“A small show for your staff, then reservations at Robuchon's for seven.” He glanced down at his watch. “I'll pick you up at six--”

“Robuchon's?” I mentally inventoried my closet, trying to remember what was back from the dry cleaners.

“Don't worry about clothes. I'm sending something over to your brownstone.” He ran his hands over my full hips, an impish grin flashing across his face. “Size sixteen, right?” His hands ran up the sides of my waist to cup my breasts and give them a gentle squeeze before his mouth crushed mine. Leaving me breathless, he broke the kiss and correctly guessed, “Thirty-six B.”

Feeling the heat rise up on my cheeks, I pushed his hands away. “You know, you might be in less trouble if you didn't have that skill.”

The grin re-surfaced before his expression grew serious. “I'll be bringing a ring tonight, it was my great-grandmother's. When this is done...”

He tilted his head at me, gray eyes glittering, and I nodded. “I understand. The ring will stay in your family.”

Blake lifted his chin, his gaze hooded in what felt like predatory speculation as he stared down at me a long second. A slow blink and then he tugged me away from the window. “Exactly, PJ, it stays in my family.”

Opening the blinds, he lightly pinched the tip of my chin before planting a slow kiss on my mouth. There wasn't the same heat as a few minutes before but anyone looking in would know that, despite all the cold facts to the contrary, it wasn't business Blake and I had discussed with the blinds shut.

Standing in the door of my office, I watched him leave. The reality of what I'd just agreed to sank in as I heard the building whispers of my staff.

I felt the brush of knuckles against my elbow. Looking to my left, I saw Kevin -- my dearest friend and second in command at the agency. We'd grown up in the PR business together, starting a year apart at our old firm. When I opened my own agency, he had followed me over with nothing more than the promise of long hours and too little starting pay. He was probably the biggest reason I'd see Blake's deal through to the end. There was no way in hell I could reward that kind of friendship, loyalty and faith with a pink slip.

“Blake Cross, I swear! At least we know why you've been hiding the last few weeks.” A conspiratorial gleam lit his gaze as he ushered me back into my office and closed the door. His hands went to his hips and he shook his head. “I want all the details, this instant, starting with the juicy bits. How big is he?”

“You want some popcorn and soda with that?” I asked as I walked around the desk and settled into my chair. Blake was right -- this could work, people would actually believe the marriage was legitimate. Most would be shocked as all hell, and some of those would be outraged at his choice. I’d probably get death threats from the crazier women.

Whether it would play well with the jury was not my problem.

Kevin waved his hand at my sarcastic offer of refreshments. “You know I'm on a diet, so quit stalling and start spilling! Long, thick, curved -- all of the above?”

Leaning back in the chair, my mouth shaping vague lies of a months' long courtship, I glanced one last time at the door Cross had left through. I'd made a deal with the devil, a dead sexy, notorious playboy who would soon be slipping his great-grandmother's ring on my finger in one of the city's most expensive restaurants.

I should have been worried and reconsidering my options instead of calmly lying to my best friend while my panties slowly soaked through and a steady throb pounded deep inside my pussy.

**********

Suggesting to Kevin that I might have big news in the morning, I went home early. My doorbell rang at five. I answered it with a robe around me, my body dripping water from the shower.

A delivery man from a plus-size boutique I recognized stood at the threshold, a box almost as tall as me tucked under his arm. “Where would you like this?”

I pointed down the hall to my bedroom. He disappeared, emerging a few seconds later to quietly retreat. I waited until I heard his car engine turn over before I locked the door and raced into the bedroom.

I approached the box with trepidation. Not only was the store wildly expensive, but its management seemed to live by the motto of “flaunt it if you got it.”

I certainly didn’t have “it.” Great hair, yes. Near flawless skin, ditto. But I was no Christina Hendricks or Charlotte Coyle.

Heart hammering in my chest, I lifted the lid to the box. My eyes about popped out of my head. A dark silver-sequined tube dress that would just make it to the top of my knees was encased in a pewter-colored wrap of brushed silk that would fall to my ankles, except for the high split up the front left side where the waist knotted.

The tube’s bodice had a boned inset that would push my smaller breasts up to an attention grabbing height, while the plunging neckline of the wrap would do nothing to hide them. Pewter mesh panties were tucked among the folds of the dress and silver chain sandals and a silver clutch were nestled at the bottom of the box.

It was gorgeous -- in the box. On me, I had the uneasy suspicion I’d look like a drag queen.

Frowning, I picked up the purse. I felt a bulge and looked inside to discover a small jewelry box. The box held a spinel-beaded platinum necklace, matching earrings and a bracelet. Stunned, I took a step back.

The boutique was at the far side of the city. Even if he’d spent all of five minutes selecting the outfit -- highly doubtful -- there still wasn’t enough time for Blake to have reached the store and the driver to have delivered the box by five. That meant that the bounty in front of me wasn't from a last minute shopping trip. Blake had picked this out in advance of our meeting this afternoon. He'd been certain I would accept. Whether that was because he thought me completely desperate or viewed himself as so damn persuasive, I didn't know. Nor did I know whether I should be ticked off by his audacity or secretly thrilled.

The warm flush heating my body had me leaning toward thrilled, but I had to be careful with Cross. He wasn’t the first man seeking aid in my arms after some beautiful, razor thin woman had done him wrong. Those men had sought to rebuild their ego, to use as they had been used, to reject as they had been rejected. I’d learned my lesson. I wasn’t about to lose my heart to Blake over something he viewed as nothing more than a business deal. Marrying me was part of his litigation strategy.

Want isn't part of the equation.

Those had been his exact words. They'd stung at the time -- still did. I pushed the thought to the back of my head, close enough to remind me this was a business deal without it spoiling my performance at Robuchon’s.

Returning to the bathroom, I dried my hair and put on a fresh layer of makeup. I must have dropped every brush twice and the tube of lipstick almost landed in the toilet. I was struggling to get the necklace on when the doorbell rang again.

I glanced at the clock. It was exactly six. Carrying the clutch and jewelry with me, I answered the door. Blake stood on my front step, resplendent in a black dinner jacket as his appraising gaze swept over me. Beyond him, taking up two spaces at the curb, was a limo.

Blake stepped inside, taking the jewelry from me as he dipped his head, his lips gracing mine with a soft, fleeting kiss. Reaching behind him, he shut the door. “You looking stunning, Pippa.”

I arched a brow in his direction. “In an outfit that costs as much as a car -- who wouldn’t?”

“Baby, that’s not how it works.” Taking my hand, he fastened the bracelet and then moved around me. I’d left my hair loose and straight. He draped it over one shoulder and then lifted the necklace over my head, stepping in close as he fastened it around my neck. “When, in future, I say you look stunning, you smile at me and melt like I mean it.”

Finished with the necklace, his hands gripped my shoulders. His mouth trailed along the side of my throat that was bare, starting at its bottom curve and running up to my ear. “Because I do.”

“Blake, we're all alone.”

“We’re never alone, P.J.” His hips brushed against my bottom as his hands dropped to circle my waist. The tip of his tongue curled against my earlobe, a ripple of pleasure running through me. “The chef at Robuchon’s will be insanely jealous -- all that food and all I want to eat is you.”

He gripped my hips, cinching me tight against him while his teeth traced the curve of my ear. I reached for his hands, intent on removing them from my body.

“You have to get used to my touch.” A soft warning growl accompanied his reprimand. “One flash of aversion, love, and the whole show is ruined.”

Love...show.
I blinked back tears. Those two words were all it took to expose the small crush I'd thought I was nursing for what it was -- something much bigger. Realizing my true feelings for Blake, I didn't know if I could take even one night of his touching me and calling me love for show and emerge from the deal with my heart intact.

“Shhh, Pippa. You’ll get used to it, baby.” Blake turned me in his arms, his mouth covering mine in a possessive kiss that drew me in. His fingers stroked the back of my shoulders through the silk wrap, taking up a soft and rhythmic pace that lured me deeper.

He was easy to get lost in -- exactly what I was afraid of.

Breaking the kiss, he ran his cheek against mine. “Where are your keys, love?”

I pulled back. “My keys?”

He nodded. When I stared at him instead of immediately fetching them, he frowned. “So I can lock the door when we leave.”

I shook my head. “I'll lock the door when we leave.”

He blinked, his frown deepening. “No, you won't. You've spent the last year helping me define a certain brand, Pippa.” He pulled me to him, his grip on my ass and back unyielding. “That brand is an image of a very proprietary man who gets what he wants. A man who, right now, wants your keys.”

I opened my mouth in protest, but he stopped me with a shake of his head. “You know I'm right. You're mine now. The whole world has to see it that way. No doubt a
Post
reporter will interrogate your neighbors tomorrow, focusing on the smallest of details.”

I closed my eyes. It was the largest, not smallest, detail I was worried about the
Post
reporter focusing on -- the flesh of my overgenerous backside that Blake was fondling.

“Look at me, Pippa.”

I obeyed, regretting my compliance immediately. His eyes were like darkened quicksilver, the irises swirling as his pupils pulsed. Mesmerized, I felt myself leaning into him.

“You know I’m right.” Quirking a brow, he smiled at me. “The limo is already attracting attention. The reporters will hear how I locked your door, how I folded you into my limousine, how I got down on bended knee in Robuchon's.”

There was no arguing with his logic. We both knew how the tabloids -- and New York -- worked. Some “citizen journalist” had probably already recognized Blake and was on standby with his or her cellphone for a quick payday.

I nodded and he loosened his grip on me enough that I could reach into the clutch and remove the key. Handing it to him, I hesitated at the last second.

“Trust me, PJ. You're in good hands. I promised I'll protect you and I will, but you have to think before you push back.”

I let go of the key. My head bobbed in something that wasn’t quite acquiescence.

“Good. I'm glad you see it my way.” Placing his hand along the curve of my back, Blake led me outside.

Knowing it would look like a set-up if I scouted the street for anyone with a camera, I kept my gaze focused on Blake. I watched him lock the door, my house key disappearing into his pocket. Waving Carson, his driver, aside, Blake opened the door to the limo. Taking my hand in his, he held me steady as I slid into the back seat. Once Blake was sitting next to me, he directed Carson to take us to the restaurant and then he raised the interior window.

The dark tint of the limo's glass meant we were cut off from the rest of the world. Blake put his arm around my shoulder, shushing me when I tensed. His hand covered my exposed knee. “Relax, love, you can do this.”

I couldn't -- not if he kept calling me
love. I looked at him, scolding myself as I felt my eyes grow moist. My panties were already drenched, my body in a state of arousal from the first brush of his lips against my throat when he had fastened the necklace.

I lifted my brows, my gaze and quivering mouth pleading with him to ease up on the act. “Blake...please...”

“Please?” He murmured the question, his thumb caressing the side of my knee. “Please kiss you? It would be my pleasure, PJ.”

My pleasure, too, far more than I wanted to admit.

He started at the corner of my mouth, his lips lightly gnawing at the edges until my head lulled against the seat cushion. His finger trailed across my cheek to gently pry my lips apart. He took a small lick center top before his teeth captured my bottom lip and sucked it into his mouth. Letting go, Blake allowed me a small moan, and then suffocated me with another kiss that had me trembling and arching against him.

The hand on my knee tightened, his fingertips digging into my flesh as he sought to control one or both of us. He pushed the bottom hem of the tube dress a little higher, his kiss sharpening to sucking bites. I brought my hands up between us, forcing myself not to clutch at the lapels of his exquisitely expensive dinner jacket.

My restraint lasted maybe five seconds and then his fingers drifted up the inside of my thigh. Gasping, I fisted the fabric of his jacket in my hands. “Blake, what are you doing?”

“Relieving some of the tension vibrating through you, PJ.”

My eyes feeling big as saucers, I shook my head at him. “That’s not what I call tension relief.”

“Then you’ve been dating amateurs, baby.” Chuckling, he slid his fingers higher, a wolfish grin splitting across his face before he buried his mouth between the upward thrust of my straining breasts. “A few minutes from now and you’ll be completely—”

The limo slowed to a stop in front of the restaurant. Blake lifted his head, a growl rumbling low in his chest as Carson exited the car and came around to Blake's door.

He looked at me, his fat pupils slowly narrowing to normal. A final kiss, almost chaste, was followed by a promise as the driver opened the door.

“We'll finish this later, love.”

**********

Blake managed to keep his hands off me through dinner. Mostly. Every few minutes, his hand would brush against mine, caressing or capturing it for an instant, never venturing higher than my wrist. Where his hands wouldn't go, his gaze roamed freely. I'd finish a sentence to find his attention focused on my mouth. He'd look up, smile, and then his gaze would drift down to my shoulders before whispering across my breasts and the hard outline of my nipples as they tented both the sequined bodice and silk wrap.

The whole meal felt like one long sex act, his tongue darting out to capture a small morsel, his lips sliding over it. Trying to focus on the conversation while his mouth teased my imagination was pure torture.

Every question he asked was a gentle interrogation -- my work before starting my own agency, my years at college. I had the sense he'd already vetted my background and that none of the details I offered were new to him, but he listened as if it was his first time hearing them. Inevitably, he asked me about my parents.

“Really, what's there to say?” I blinked, nose stinging at the thought of my parents. To the outside world, they looked perfectly respectable. A job for each of them -- one blue collar, one pink -- and a small two-bedroom ranch paid in full, at least it had been ten years ago when I'd last spoken to them.

I'd fielded questions and conversations about my folks hundreds of time, a good dozen in casual conversations with Cross. It shouldn't be any different this time. There was no boozing, no drugs, no broken bones. He didn’t need to know about how my mother made me weigh myself naked in front of her three times a day -- before and after school and before bedtime -- once I turned ten. He didn’t need to know how she would take a permanent marker and draw dotted lines around the awkward bulges of my flesh like she was a plastic surgeon. He didn’t need to know about the weekly tape measure sessions, the tennis lessons, the nightly ritual of an hour on the exercise bike for school nights and two hours Friday and Saturday. The Saran Wrap suits.

Shrugging at him, I blinked again, my lashes wet against my cheeks.

Blake slid to the floor, his hand dipping into his pocket to pull out a ring box. He lifted the lid, the giant rose cut spinel flashing its dark secrets like black glitter across the linen table cloth.

I knew the ring's history, had crafted an entire advertising campaign around it that had tripled his stores' sales to women. It was the symbol of the great love and romance of his grandmother Eliza Cross to a soldier who died before they married but not before Blake’s father had been conceived. Symbol, too, of a bastard child, a mother and son outcast and the empire Blake had built in their memory.

The campaign had ended with Blake’s declaration that the ring would one day be worn by his future wife, and only by a woman worthy of the memory of Eliza Cross.

Vogue, Glamour, Cosmo --
ads, interviews, TV spots. Every woman in New York knew that ring and he was about to put it on my finger.

But only to save his company from Anna Burke.

My eyelids fluttered, the tears now streaming freely down my face having nothing to do with my mother. Blake said something, his words drowned out by the thunder of blood rolling through my head.

He lifted my hand, his eyes slowly shutting as he pressed his lips against my fingers. “Pippa, love, I asked if you would marry me.”

He looked up, his pleading gaze so convincing I would have believed he loved me if I hadn't known better. Around us everyone stopped and stared.

My throat too tight to speak, I offered a slow nod of acceptance. Blake put the box on the table, took the ring and slid it onto my finger before kissing my hand once again. He surged up, his fingers threading through my hair as he kissed me.

The waiter came up, clearing his throat after a few seconds of being ignored. “Champagne, Mr. Cross?”

Another long second passed before Blake broke the kiss. Staring at me, he shook his head and smiled. “Just the check...we're leaving now.”

Minutes passed like hours until we were back in the limo. The whole time, Blake kept his gaze locked on mine, didn't turn his head to look at another person, barely acknowledge their existence as he signed for the dinner.

I reflected his devotion, my skin starting to crawl as the whispers built to a buzzing drone. A voice cut through, echoing the room’s confusion. By the woman’s pitch I would have guessed her my age or a little older.

“But
who
is she?”

“What
is she?” Another voice, droller and older, asked a little more loudly.

I didn’t search for the speaker, pretended I was deaf to anything but the beating of Blake’s heart as he led me outside and tucked me into the limo’s back seat. The instant the glass partition was up, I slugged him in the shoulder.

“You knew...” It was an accusation, whispered but edged with hurt and anger. “You knew how I'd react when you asked about my parents--”

He captured my hands before I could him again. “No, PJ. I had no idea the question would upset you. Maybe I should have, but I didn’t.”

My gaze narrowed. “What do you mean, should have?”

“Love, even with the people you care about, you hold everyone at arm’s length. That’s something you learn to do as a kid.”

I was too angry to listen to reason. I tried to jerk my hands free. “If you didn’t know, why'd you wait until that moment to propose!”

Blake let go, wrapped his arms around me and held me tight, his voice a hot whisper in my ear. “Because I saw the hurt the question caused and thought I could make it go away. I'm sorry, Pippa. I didn't think it would make it worse.”

I struggled but he wouldn't release me. I started to flail but he cinched me tighter. His mouth sought mine, but I buried my face against the seat cushion.

“Stop it.” The warning rumbled low in his chest.

“Right, someone might be watching.”

“No, love--”

I brought my hands to my ears. I wasn't going to let him sweet talk me into compliance. The timing of his proposal had taken me by surprise, coming at me as images of my mother’s disapproving face lingered in my mind. And those bitches at the restaurant!

“Pippa, be reasonable.”

I couldn’t lay my hurt feelings entirely at his feet, but he was the only one in the limo with me besides poor Carson. I pressed my hands tighter against my ears. He spun me in my seat, my back tucked up against his broad chest as he pulled the hem of the tube dress up. His hand slid along my thigh, lifting the dress with it, until he came to a stop at the edge of my lace panties.

I froze, not even breathing.

“Are you done with the hysterics?”

“I wasn't hysterical.” I had the urge to jab him with my elbow, but he had me pinned against him, his forearm digging into the soft curve of my stomach.

“Are you done?” He repeated.

When I didn't answer, he brushed a finger against the edge of the flimsy mesh panties he’d dressed me in, lifting the fabric half a centimeter.

“Yes!” I blurted. “I'm done.”

“Good.” He lowered the fabric back down, his fingertips brushing across my covered mound. “Now we can resume that other conversation.”

“What other--” The question died on my lips as he cupped my pussy and squeezed.

His chin brushed the hair along my throat to the side, his lips fastening on the flesh just below my ear. Beneath my panties, my clit jerked up, my labia and stomach clenching as he squeezed my pussy a second time.

Damn him! He shouldn’t be doing this right now.

Damn me, too, for wanting him to continue.

“Are you just as tight as you are wet, baby?” Blake licked behind my earlobe, his voice a hard moan of need. His hand dipped lower, one finger pulling the gusset of my panties to the side while another finger stroked the outer edge of my labia.

“Blake, we didn't--”

He didn't wait for me to finish. His finger parted my lower lips, ran a hard line along my clit that had my hips thrusting. “Shhh, Pippa. Let me show you I'm sorry, how it's more than just money you're getting out of the deal.”

I tried to shake my head, tell him to stop, that I wasn't going to give him more than a perfunctory fuck to make the marriage legal.

My resolve melted beneath the feather light touch of his finger as it traced the hood of my clit. Finding the pearl tucked inside, he made short lifting strokes against it, his warm voice subduing me.

“Just relax, love.”

“Don't,” I whimpered, the rest of my body warring with my heart. “Not that name, please.”

“But you are my love, Pippa. And I’ll call you that as long as it takes.”

I knew he was talking about the law suit, the timeline of our marriage -- however many months or weeks needed to grind Burke down. But for the moment, I wanted to pretend it was otherwise, to stop worrying about how quickly things were progressing and go, just once, with the moment.

“Blake…” I started to squirm, my indecision chewing at me.

“Don’t
Blake
me, baby.” He peeled one thick fold of flesh to the side and smoothed the pad of his thumb slowly down my clit. “I love you, remember? I just proposed to you. You said
yes
-- you know what that means.”

“That I’m yours.” My hips started to pump small circles as his thumb took another stroke along my length.

“That’s right, PJ.”

Another stroke had my hips thrusting high, a harsh moan leaving me in a shudder.

“Mine to touch, to test…”

Test me, he did. His fingers slid down my wet slit, their tips taking a shallow dip inside to find more moisture. His fingers curling, he pushed three of them into my clenching depths before they re-emerged to rub against the hyper-sensitive spine of my sex. They danced against my clit, stroking, pulling, gliding wet with my juices.

His lips caressed my neck, coaxed small gurgles of pleasure from my throat as my hips began to move in time with his hand. I felt myself cresting, my stomach muscles and thighs tightening as my mound lifted higher.

“So beautiful, Pippa.”

I whimpered, begged him for the first time that night not to stop what he was doing.

He slowed, teasing for a second before he buried three fingers in me again, the heel of his hand manipulating my clit. His free hand took hold of the hair at the nape of my neck, drawing my head back until I was looking up at him. “Baby, nothing in the world could make me stop.”

His gaze jumped from my face to my pussy, his head dipping occasionally to roughly kiss me, his tongue an invading force not to be denied.

I froze, my ass hovering half a foot above the seat cushion, my legs and torso vibrating with the strength of my release.

“Blake!”

“Pippa, love.” He squeezed my mound, his mouth claiming mine again. More rhythmic squeezes followed, extending my pleasure, leaving me gasping for air between his kisses. “Beautiful, baby. So fucking beautiful and all mine.”

**********

I was so lost in Blake's touch that I failed to notice it was not my home we were driving to but his Manhattan penthouse. Tucked against his shoulder, I realized the limo was pulling into an underground garage.

I lifted my head to look at him, certain my gaze was wide-eyed and terrified. “Why are we here?”

“Really, Pippa.” Pulling the hem of my dress back down and smoothing the fabric, Blake hesitated. “Am I supposed to be the kind of man who would propose to his fiancée and then not immediately spend the night with her?”

Damn it -- he was throwing his brand back at me again. Worse than that, he was right. “What do you mean, spend the night?”

He laughed, brushed his cheek against mine and whispered, “Relax. It's just for show, baby.”

The vibration running through his throat didn't sound like this was for show. He sounded famished. When he looked at me again, his gaze sized me up like I was a slab of prime rib.

I didn’t know what to believe!

Still, I couldn't argue with his logic, nor could I escape the fact that leaving his place now that he'd brought me here would be disastrous if anyone noticed. I let him lead me from the limousine to the private elevator. The doors opened onto a small foyer with two chairs, a side table and a heavy oak door with a deadbolt.

Blake fished a key from his pocket, reached inside and punched a code into the security system. I took a step forward, but he halted me with a light touch on my shoulder.

“Let's do this right.” He bent down, one arm braced against my lower back while the other gently knocked my legs out from under me, impressing me once again with his strength. He lifted me, then stepped inside and thumbed the lock on the deadbolt.

“What-what are you doing?” I tried to swing my legs down, but he only lifted me higher, throwing me off balance so that I had to wrap my arms around his neck to keep from landing us both on the floor.

“Taking you to my -- our -- bed.”

Mortified, I buried my face against his chest.

Blake chuckled. “Aren't you tired, baby?”

Tired? Yeah, right!

Sleep was the last thing Cross had on his mind. He placed me center of the mattress and stripped the strappy silver sandals from my feet. Gray eyes flashing like polished gun metal, he climbed up the bed, pushing the bottom of the tube dress up.

Exposing my soaked panties, he brushed his lip over the fabric. “God, I wanted to taste you so bad in the limo, PJ.”

My stomach clenched -- this time with nerves. The limo had been dark, just the faint glow of the back seat electronics and two small floor lights illuminating me. Here, the room’s light on, every last roll and dimple of flesh was exposed.

I tried to push the hem down.

He captured my hands and held them against the mattress as he nosed the fabric back up. “Baby, you are not hiding this from me.” He took a gentle bite of my thigh. “I want to see every last, luscious inch you have to offer before I taste you.”

Releasing my wrists, he untied the wrap and then he pressed down on the mattress to create a small pocket of space. He slid his hands under me, his agile fingers working to unzip the dress. He stripped it and the wrap off, tugging both up over my pliant arms to leave me trembling in just my panties.

I watched his face, knowing my gaze was anxious as hell but unable to pretend otherwise. He licked his lips, first the bottom and then the top, everything in slow motion as his gaze darted, then lingered, then darted again to take all of me in.

His attention settled at last on my breasts. His mouth descended, releasing a soft moan before he latched on to one straining nipple. The massage of his hands along my hips turned to tugs as he stripped the panties from me.

“Blake--” I choked down an excited groan as the suction on my nipple intensified. “Blake, you said we'd talk about this with your attorney...”

Releasing my breast with a wet pop, he looked up as he slid down my body. A famished grin broke across his face. Lifting a brow, he looked down at the wet parting of my thighs. His tongue snaked out to wet his top, then bottom, lip again as he slowly shook his head side to side.

“No, baby.” His head dipped lower, his nose brushing the line of my cunt before his hot gaze pinned me to the mattress. “I said we'd talk about 'that' -- T-H-A-T.”

He took his first slow lick, groaning as his eyes fluttered shut. “I never said we'd talk about
this.”

Pleasure whipped through me as his lips settled against my clit. He sucked the swollen dangle of flesh into his mouth where his tongue traced tight circles. I convulsed, my flesh already hypersensitive from the orgasm he'd delivered in the back seat of his limousine.

“Blake...” I brought my hands down to the black tangle of curls crowning his head, intent on pushing him away. Another exquisitely long lick of his tongue from the top of my clit down to my quivering hole changed my mind and left me knotting my fingers in his thick hair.

His hands followed his tongue, the tips of his fingers dragging inside me against the back of my clit in a little “come here” gesture that had me swooning and moaning his name. He repeated the motion, his tongue teasing the glans hiding under the hood of my clit at the same time.

He was going to make me come again, just as hard as the first time. It was an alien sensation -- not the climax, but at the hands of a man. I’d had few lovers and, apparently, Blake was right. They’d been amateurs. Selfish amateurs, their critical gazes comparing me to the women who had dumped them and finding me not worth their time to please. Dive in, pump a few times and get the hell out.

Not Blake. He took his time. All part of his brand -- customer satisfaction and a famous, meticulous attention to detail. He nibbled, sucked, stroked, his gaze raking my flesh before locking on my face.

Holy fuck -- I was not going to NOT enjoy this, not when he was looking at me like that, his expression fierce as he devoured my cunt, licking, slurping, driving me right up and over the edge.

I tightened around his fingers, trying to halt the onrush of my climax. Blake pushed deeper, three fingers wide as his shoulders wedged my thighs open. My ass lifted from the mattress, my pussy cresting against his mouth as he delivered another deep stroke. My stomach rippled, the muscles of my pussy causing it to roll up and down as the rest of my body locked in place.

His hand took up a steady rhythm, his tongue and lips matching the pace as the first wave of my climax slammed through me. I cried out, my palms thrust open and pressing down on his skull.

“Yes, Blake...oh...right there...”

Right. Fucking. There.

Another wave slammed through me, faster and harder than the first. The undertow tugged at my hips, pulling me down for a second before the next wave buoyed me back up. His name ripped from my throat one last time before I collapsed in a shuddering, sticky mess of ecstasy.

Blake surged up the mattress. He rolled me onto my side, his chest pressed against my back. He was still clothed, only his shoes abandoned. I gripped the side of his pant leg, my nails threatening to shred the fabric as my ass bounced against his cock.

“Shhh, baby.” He reached around, cupping and squeezing my mound in an effort to control me. His teeth scraped along my neck before gently biting down. “You can't keep moving like that, Pippa.”

He squeezed again, his fingers dipping into the wet pulse of my hole to trace the ring of muscle as I groaned into the pillow. “You keep moving against me and I'm going to take you -- right now.”

I wanted him to take me, could feel through the cloth how thick and hard he was. I wiggled my ass, pressed it tighter against him.

“No baby.” His breath vibrated hot along my throat as a shudder rolled through him.

“Blake...please.” A whimper, a wiggle. I tried to reach between our bodies to find and palm his cock, to stroke the hard shaft until his will crumbled and he was buried balls deep inside me.

He captured my wrists, brought my hands up to cross over my breasts as he threw a leg over my lower body.

“I promised you, love, you're in good hands. Don't make me break my word.”

I tried to do just that but, in the end, he wrestled me into submission. Fatigue claimed me soon afterwards and I slept through to morning, waking to find a single rose on the pillow beside me and a fresh change of clothes.

**********

The clothes were a perfect fit and further evidence that he’d shopped in advance of coming to my office the day before. The pale gray skirt was loose flowing. He had paired it with an equally pale pink blouse with full sleeves and a plunging neckline. Pink lace bra and panties for underneath and gray suede flat-heeled pumps, finished the outfit.

The master bathroom was stocked with unopened toiletries and cosmetics. For the makeup, there was one each of the major brands. The thoughtfulness seemed excessive, but then I wondered if he kept it supplied for the line of women he likely had over the course of the average week.

“Ick.” I stepped into the shower, turning the water on cold and letting it stream over me until the queasiness passed. Switching to hot, I quickly finished. I wasn’t sure what time it was and my flesh was still sensitive from where he had so thoroughly touched me.

Dried and dressed, I went in search of my purse and Cross -- or at least a note from him. He was as notorious for being in the office before eight as he was for anything else.

“Good morning, Miss Jones.”

I froze, like a drunk waking up in the wrong house or a thief discovering the homeowner wasn't on vacation. Slowly, I turned to find a woman in her mid-fifties smiling at me. She had a tray and what looked like a cup of coffee from all the steam rising up from it.

“Mr. Cross said you take it black. Would you like some breakfast?”

I looked at the clock a few feet to her right. It was almost ten. I'd slept very late, the first full night of sleep I'd had since I'd discovered Gorman's theft. I was surprised by how well I had slept. While Blake’s money meant I would be able to keep the business afloat while I sorted out the mess, the deal came with its own set of problems that should have kept me awake through the night.

That is, if Blake hadn’t kissed and sucked and licked me to post-climactic slumber. Falling asleep the night before, I had felt like I was floating in his arms, his strong, masculine scent surrounding me and making me feel safe.

I shook my head -- I was anything but safe around Blake Cross. “I really need to get into my office -- they probably think I've been kidnapped or something.”

“Oh, I think your employees know where you're at.”

Her tone had been completely innocent but reality slammed into me.

The
Post!

“Do you have the morning paper?”

She hesitated a second and then shook her head.

“Was it that bad?” My stomach clenching, I started to look around for my clutch. “I really need to get into the office.”

What I really needed to do was get to a paper or the browser on my phone and find out just what horrid things they’d printed on page six.

Her face went all funny and I knew at that moment she was a woman who had been raised not only to be truthful but to keep her mouth shut if there was nothing good to report. Not answering my question, she turned and guided me with a tilt of her head and the disappearing cup of coffee into the next room. She set the tray down on a massive mahogany desktop, and picked up an envelope.

Handing it to me, she nodded at my clothes.

“Stunning outfit.” She followed the envelope with a warm mug of coffee that she pressed into my hand. “I'd wager Mr. Cross picked it out himself. I'm Abigail, by the way.”

Thanking her, I took a sip. Sumatra Black Satin Roast -- I kept fresh beans on hand at the firm for Blake's visits. Abigail handed me a small ivory card with her name printed above a cell phone number and email.

“Anything you want me to pick up for the kitchen, bathrooms -- whatever will make your stay more comfortable, just send me a little message and it's done.” She covered my stunned silence with an efficient grace. “I didn’t know what to buy for the bathroom yesterday, so I got a little bit of everything. Whatever you don’t want I’ll take to the women’s shelter.”

Opening the envelope, my gaze skipped over the rows of books lining the walls. Business, finance, design, art, psychology, tactical warfare. Not a volume of fiction or biographies that I could see.

“I'm surprised it's not all digital.” I nodded at the books as I shook out three keys. The first I recognized as my own. I assumed the second two were for the elevator and deadbolt to the penthouse. A sheet of paper held security codes and an address and time for the meeting with Blake's attorney to go over the prenuptial agreement.

Abigail pulled a book down from the nearest shelf and let it fall open to a well-worn page. “He'd have to get someone to transpose his notes first.”

She handed me the book and I looked inside to find margin after margin filled with the same bold hand that had written down the attorney's address. She practically beamed at me.

“He didn't finish his degree but he could teach all those fancy MBAs a great deal more than a thing or two.”

I nodded. I knew Blake's history -- on paper at least. Out of money, his father and grandmother dead, his mother long gone from his life, he'd quit college in the middle of his third year. He then sold pretty much everything he had to make samples of his first product. From there, he went from boutique to boutique, coaxing pre-orders out of the owners, most of them women unable to resist the charming, dead sexy twenty-something.

With the orders in hand, he sold a note on the receivables for half the value just to buy the material to fill them. Day after day he'd kept pushing that snowball up the hill, hoping it wouldn't finally roll back down and crush him.

I turned back to Abigail to find her moist-eyed and smiling. She reached forward, her hand brushing my shoulder for an instant before she dabbed at her eyes. My confusion must have shown in my face.

“I'm just so happy Mr. Cross has fallen in love. Seven years I've worked for him and...” She looked up, shook her head as if she was asking the Lord to have mercy on Blake Cross.

“A lot of women have passed through, I know.”

“Come now, you've seen through that facade of his or you wouldn't be marrying him.” Abigail laughed, shook her head again. “I just knew something was up, all the questions he’s been asking...would you believe I even found him reading an issue of Cosmo that wasn’t about him!”

I smiled. She had a soft spot for him, a mother's blindness almost. If the Blake Cross the rest of the world knew was reading Cosmo, it was because of the cleavage on the front. Still, I was curious. “What kind of questions?”

“Oh, you know!” She waved a hand at me and started moving around the room, straightening the rows of books. “Like when did I first know I was actually in love with my husband, what drew me to him...all of a sudden Mr. Cross went from having business on his mind 24/7 to love. It was like stepping into a room where a tiger has been living and finding a puppy has taken over. Adorable, really.”

Abigail looked me over, her gaze approving as a fresh smile lit her face. “I can see why he is so taken with you, too, if you don't mind my saying.”

She was either mistaken as to Blake’s feelings or the identity of the woman with whom he had fallen in love. Some masochistic streak had me itching to know which it was. “And when did you first suspect this?”

“Oh, a good six months I'd say.”

I swallowed the number down, its texture like broken glass sliding through my throat to slice open my stomach, my guts falling onto Blake’s polished slate floor. It was six months ago that Anna Burke had turned in her resignation.

Last night in the limo and in his bedroom flashed through my mind. I'd enjoyed every second of his touch but it had been a slow building consent. He didn't ask if he could kiss me or put his hand on my thigh -- he just did. Was that it? Had Blake confessed his love to Anna Burke, his hands and mouth roaming her body until she'd been forced to turn in her resignation to escape his advances?

An image of the sleek, towering blonde rose up in my mind. Hair extensions, false eyelashes, surgically enlarged breasts -- she had a harsh couture appeal, beautiful even if one had an aversion to artifice.

Frowning, I tried to think the scenario through. It wasn't that I couldn't imagine Blake lusting after Anna. Hell, he’d been all over me last night and I wasn’t even his type. It was just that I couldn't imagine her turning him down. Maybe I was projecting my own desires, but even if she didn’t find him handsome and absolutely thrilling, Blake definitely had something Anna found irresistible.

Money.

Lots and lots of money.

“Is anything wrong, Miss Jones?” Abigail stared at me, her brows knitting together as she pressed one hand against her chest.

Realizing I was scowling, I forced a smile onto my face. I flashed the sheet of paper with the attorney's address on it. “I'm just worried I'll be late for the appointment, I need to call a cab. And please, I'd prefer it if you call me Pippa.”

“Oh, is that all, dear?” She waved her hand at me. “The limo is parked downstairs, at your disposal. No more smelly New York cabs for you!”

She was right. No more cabs -- at least until Blake no longer needed me in his little war against Anna Burke.

**********

The drive to the attorney’s office was a long one. My cell phone wouldn’t pull up a data signal and Carson politely told me he was under strict orders not to stop for anything once we left Blake’s building.

“I want to pick up a copy of the
Post.” I tried to keep a smile on my face and not stamp my feet in the back seat like a two-year-old.

“Definitely not that, Miss Jones.”

Shit, it was that bad?

“Carson, public relations is my job—”

“And this is mine, miss. I’m sorry.”

Hell, was he really going to pull the Cross-will-fire-me-if-you-do card? That he thought he could was half my fault, I guess. I had to look like a soft touch, particularly compared to the female barracudas Carson must have chauffeured home when Blake was done with them.

I settled back against the seat, staring out the window as I bit at my lip.

No phone, no paper -- that left me with too much time to think. By the time I arrived, I was positively seething. Not only was Blake controlling what I was reading, but he had also assured me Burke was in the wrong, neglecting to mention he was in love with her -- or with some other woman he wasn't willing to drag through the mud with a fake marriage.

Walking into the conference room, I had half a mind to punch Blake in the nose and march back out. Until he smiled at me and pushed his cell phone in my face. A picture of Gorman was on the screen. I squinted, trying to make out the words on the building behind him. I could just read the first few letters
B-a-n-c-o d-o...

“Is that Spanish?”

He took the phone back and pocketed it as he led me to the conference table. “Portuguese. He's in Brazil.”

A legal pad and paper were on the center of the desk and I reached for them, my mind racing with possibilities. “Where in Brazil?
Banco
means bank, right? Does he have an account--”

“Slow down, love.” Blake put one hand on my wrist, the other plucking the pen and paper from me. He pointed at the suit that had just walked into the room. “I've got people following him and the firm is working with the Brazilian authorities to find out. There are a lot of people looking into this -- you weren't the only one he embezzled from.”

Maybe that was true but I was the only one who was going to have to either marry Blake Cross or lay-off my entire staff while Gorman spent my money on Brazilian hookers. I glared at Blake. Could I really go through with marrying him? Abigail knew him far better than I did and she thought he was in love with someone. Even if it was a fake marriage, some woman was going to be hurt by what I was going to do.

Fuck,
I
was
going
to be hurt by it -- and not just from remarks some asshole at the
Post
might publish. My heart had done a somersault at Blake’s smile even before I saw the picture of Gorman.

I folded my arms across my chest, determined to get the truth out of him. “About Burke--”

Blake lifted his hand, his open palm less than a foot from my face. “Focus on what's important, Pippa. The loan, getting Gorman, your business--”

“My integrity!” I shot back. “Why is Burke suing you?”

The suit I assumed was the attorney put his hand on Blake's shoulder. “Let me?”

Blake offered a terse nod, his steely gray gaze boring holes in my skull.

“Miss Jones, Mister Cross cannot yet discuss why Burke is suing him and the company.” He pulled a stack of papers from the folder he was holding and placed it on the table in front of me. “Not before you sign these and the marriage is legal.”

“But I understand your concern.” Moving around the table to sit opposite Blake, the attorney continued. “While Mr. Cross isn't free to discuss the facts with you, he has discussed them in detail with me. And I can ensure you, while Anna Burke's motives may be personal, the basis of her suit is one-hundred-percent business. I give you my word.”

I lifted a brow to subtly communicate exactly how little value I placed on the word of a thousand-dollar-an-hour attorney paid by someone other than me. “Why then does Blake need a wife?”

A look passed between the two men, the attorney's cheeks flushing. I glanced at Blake, but he was smooth-faced and unreadable. Recovering, the attorney pushed the stack of papers closer to me.

“Professional ethics prohibit me from discussing our trial strategy until you've signed the agreement and the marriage is legal.”

Blake handed the pen back to me. “Sign it, Pippa. It's the only way you're going to save your company.”

I glanced at the pocket he had shoved his phone in.

“Sorry, love,” he said, apparently adding mind reader to his bag of tricks. “Finding Gorman is just the first step to you getting your money back. You'll have to fight everyone else he stole from tooth and nail for months or years just to get back half of what you lost -- if you're even that lucky.”

Luck.
I stared down at the paper, the words blurring. Luck and I weren't currently on speaking terms -- that much was clear. I thought about returning to my office -- everyone gathering around me after they had read the
Post
that morning. With Blake's line of credit at my disposal, I could nod and smile and tell them there was going to be a wedding or, without his help, I could tell them that the IRS had frozen my accounts and I wasn't sure I'd be able to make the coming payroll.

I looked across the table at the attorney one last time. “It's just about business -- the law suit?”

Nodding, the attorney frowned as if he expected me to have a better opinion of Blake. “Mr. Cross's behavior towards Miss Burke has always been exemplary. You have my word on that -- make of it what you will.”

**********

The attorney wasn’t the only one expecting me to have a better opinion of Blake. There was a distinct pout on Blake’s face once we were alone in the limo. Never, not on camera or during the dozens of meetings over the last year, had I witnessed anything approaching a pout on his face.

I called him on it.

“I am not.” He glanced my way, the pout instantly replaced by a scowl.

Good, I could deal with Blake being annoyed. It was the thought that I’d hurt his feelings that bothered me.

Reaching into his brief case, he pulled out a stack of paperwork and one thick mailing envelope. Seeing him intent on entertaining himself with something other than my body, I relaxed against the seat and watched him work.

Breaking the seal on the envelope, he looked up and caught me staring at him. My face muscles tightened and I realized I’d been smiling -- dare I say “dreamily” so?

His expression shifted, a dangerous light sparking in his gaze. Lips curving, brow lifting, Blake dropped the envelope back into the briefcase.

“What’s in it?” Pointing at the package, I swallowed nervously and cursed myself. I didn’t want him thinking I was mooning over him -- even if I had been. Worse, he looked like he wanted to devour me again. I wasn’t prepared and desperately needed more time to steel myself against his charms.

His hands closed around the top of the briefcase, ready to close it.

“Please.” I slid closer to my door. “What’s in it?”

His gaze sobered and I braced myself for another lecture on the charade being 24/7. Instead, he surprised me and pulled the envelope out. He looked at the sender’s address, his mouth quirking in irritation.

“Looks like another request to sell books in my store.” He turned the envelope upside down and shook it. A hardcover book landed in his hand, followed by one of the Cross neckties in Blake’s signature gray.

Laughing, I took the tie from him and ran it through my fingers. The sender had shoved the tie inside but it emerged wrinkle free. I smoothed my thumb along the edge. Fifty-ounce silk, British-milled in Blake’s own factory.

“Let me guess, you’re not thrilled by the idea.”

His nose crinkled as he looked at the book. “Well, PJ, should I be?”

I tilted my head, staring into his eyes and trying hard not to think about the book’s contents or the sudden change in the tie’s utility. “Are you asking your future wife or the head of your outside PR firm?”

“Both.” He looped the fabric around my wrist, the scowl that had started to surface replaced by a bad boy grin. He stopped me before I could shape my reply. “Wife, first.”

My blush answered for me. I couldn’t admit that the thought of Blake using the tie to bind me, to claim me as his, made me wet in an instant. If I did -- well, I had the feeling I’d quickly find myself tied in the back of his limo, my skirt up around my waist.

Suppressing a shiver, I decided to evade that part of his question as long as he would let me. “As your PR advisor, don’t do it. Vintage will be selling the books in Target, too, only next to polyester ties.”

He blanched at the thought and I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing. Unwinding the tie, I dropped it onto the seat.

“Not funny, love.” Pushing his briefcase aside, he reached for me. “Maybe tying you up will teach you not to tease me like that again.”

“I won’t. I promise.” I tried to slide away, but he was too strong and quick, agile where I was awkward.

Pulling me onto his lap so that I straddled him, Blake lifted my skirt. “I was going to hide your panties this morning.”

“Blake!” My mouth dropped open and he chuckled. Noticing that the clothes that morning were from the same boutique, his having selected a loose flowing skirt and a top with a plunging neckline, I’d guessed his intent and promised myself I’d retrieve clothes from my apartment as soon as possible. The man was impossible -- acting like a horny teenager in love for the first time. If he didn’t drop the act soon, I was in danger of believing him. And that would only lead to heart break.

I pushed at him, tried to leverage my weight to the side and break free.

He captured my wrists and pulled my arms behind my back, one strong hand hooking my thumbs to keep me trapped. Slowly he reached for the tie.

“Blake, no.”

Ignoring my protests, he started to loop the tie around my wrists once more. “I thought all the trendy New York ladies were fainting with the need to be tied up by a multi-millionaire.”

“I’m not trendy, Blake.” My wrists secured, Blake wrapped his hands around my bottom and slid me higher up his lap. I could feel him hard at the juncture of my thighs. My pussy contracted at the thought.

I had wanted him to fuck me last night, offered myself up. As wet as I was, I knew it wouldn’t take much before I repeated last night’s offer.

His mouth landed against my throat and then I felt the pull of his teeth. My nipples, already painfully hard, tightened. His lips sealed around my throat and I felt the wet push of his tongue as he sucked at my flesh.

I squirmed. “You’ll leave a mark—”

His hand gliding beneath the back band of my panties, Blake pinched my bottom.

Fighting the urge to let him do whatever he wanted to me, I pushed at him with my shoulders, my bound hands useless. “I don’t go to work with hickeys, Blake.”

“You do now, love.” He kissed the soft underside of my chin, his tongue trailing up to my mouth.

There was that word again. It fell effortlessly from his lips. I knew it could fall effortlessly from mine, as well, for different reasons. If I ever said it to him, I’d mean it. But he was in love with another woman. Hell, for all I knew, he was thinking about her now -- the source behind his very real arousal and why he sounded so damn convincing.

I drew back, he jerked me closer with a growl. He gave my bottom a rough squeeze, his tongue plundering my mouth. Another tug had my mound flush with his cock straining against his pants.

“Baby, I’m going to make you come before I say good-bye.”

We both knew he could. Only I didn’t want it. Rather, my brain didn’t want it.

My pussy, on the other hand…

A moan left me as Blake reached around front and cupped my breast. His thumb brushed along my nipple, followed by the pad of one finger. A slow grind of thumb and finger had me lifting off him, another moan clawing at my throat.


 

His free hand slid between us as I rose up. When I landed again, his palm was against my pussy, his fingers pulling the gusset of my panties to the side. He eased a tip between my labia to slowly circle the muscled gate.

“So wet, PJ.” He bit the edge of my jaw, his tongue following after to lick the hurt away before his mouth found mine again. “And tight, baby…I want to slide inside you, feel you squeezing me.”

His hand moved, my hips moved with him. The pad of his thumb came to a stop against the kernel of my clit. He rubbed a slow clockwise circle and then another. Gazing into my eyes, he increased the pressure as his thumb took another trip around the clock. “Are you going to make me wait until after the wedding, baby.”

I couldn’t nod or shake my head or say anything. I could only lift higher, the slow pace of his circles controlling me, wearing my resistance down until my hips bucked and I bit at my lips to stop the cry ripping from me as I came.

“Every time, PJ.” He cupped my mound, gently rocking his palm against my clit as the crescendo inside me began to ebb. “Every time you’re in this car, in our bed, I’m going to touch you, love you until you have to let me in, baby.”

“Blake…” The knowledge that I’d just signed the pre-nup weighed at me. Tears threatened. My hands were still tied. The first fat drop of liquid landed and I couldn’t stop it from spilling down my cheek or wipe it away. “I don’t think I can go through with this.”

He blinked, his pupils expanding. The jaw that had been relaxed as his lips teased my flesh hardened. The hand that had been tugging relentlessly at my nipple as I arched against him landed on my hip with a dreadful finality. “Love, you don’t have a choice.”

*****

The rest of the limo ride passed in silence. Blake's office was closest and Carson dropped him off first. From there, I went to my brownstone to pack a few things. It had been made clear in the attorney’s office that I was expected to stay at the penthouse until the end of the trial -- even before we were legally married.

I still had no idea when the actual wedding would occur. I only knew that the contract called for a “valid” marriage. I didn't need it spelled out in black and white, in all caps bolded, to understand the term meant fucking would be required.

Once.

Post-ceremony.

Despite my quivering liquid state in the back of Blake’s limo, I was in no hurry to walk down the aisle with Cross.

He had me in such an emotional state that I didn’t check the online version of the
Post
while I was packing. I judiciously avoided it at work, as well. I’d counseled more than one client at times like this and my advice had always been the same: Stay offline. Don’t watch TV. Let someone trusted field your calls and emails.

Otherwise, it always ended with a drunken or hysterical tweet by the client and a week’s worth of #fail hash tags bearing their name until some other famous person fucked up and replaced them in the spotlight. My firm didn’t need that kind of scrutiny -- neither did Cross Incorporated.

Thankfully, every damn member of my staff knew not to hand me a copy or mention the coverage when I arrived in the office. Even without the media distraction, I didn’t manage to get any work done. Kevin was in my office the entire time, angling for all the juicy details and every single staff member came into my office, in ones and two, to offer their congratulations. I was almost relieved to escape to the penthouse where I could at least put the lies to rest for an evening.

Abigail greeted me at the door, her jacket and purse over one arm as she gave me a lopsided hug. “Mr. Cross is expecting you on the terrace. I hope you like sushi, dear?”

I forced myself not to clutch at her arm as she stepped into the foyer. “Are you leaving?”

“Six o'clock, dear. Did you need something?”

I shook my head. She had a husband waiting for her at home; I couldn't ask her to stay and hold my hand while I ate dinner with Blake.

“There's always a bit of nerves once it's official.” She rubbed my arm, smiling. “I tried to climb out the bathroom window at the church. Can you imagine? Me, in a wedding dress, one leg already on the outside, my maid of honor Bernice dragging me back in!”

I mustered up a small laugh at the image. “And you're still married?”

She nodded. “Going on thirty years, three boys, five grandchildren. Blake won't let you down, you'll see. He's a good man -- and he loves you.”

Abigail gave me another one-armed hug and then disappeared, leaving me alone with a man who -- if Abigail knew him as well as she seemed to -- might actually be crazy in love.

Just not with me.

I mean, it was completely impossible, right?

My answer came a few seconds later. I had gone into the master bedroom in search of safer clothes when my phone rang. I needed pants if I was going to have dinner with him on the terrace. Not because it was cold, but because it was Blake.

I didn't trust him. Didn’t trust me, either. No matter how much he had to be faking it, Blake had a way of making me feel like it was my body arousing him, my essence that had captivated him and made him renounce his single status.

I was starting to believe his act, just a little. And then the phone rang.

I flipped it open. No caller ID but I recognized the first three numbers -- the area code to the Madison, Wisconsin, suburbs I’d grown up in. Press coverage has a way of make the insects come out of the woodwork. I hit
talk
and waited for the cold voice of my mother to speak. When she did, she wasted no time crushing my spirit.

“Bad enough you’re fat, Pippa, but you’ve got to be a slut, too?”

Foul words played along my tongue, but I only managed two -- not the two she deserved. “Excuse me?”

“You’re pregnant, aren’t you? Why else would he marry you?” She sucked a breath in, a thin wheeze telling me that she still hadn’t dropped her two-pack a day cigarette habit. “Fat, slutty and stupid. I’m ashamed you’re my daughter.”

“I’m not.” I swiped at the tear rolling down my cheek, furious at myself that she could cut me so deeply, so quickly, after all these years.

“Yes, you are. That picture online is absolutely disgusting. Didn’t I teach you to cover up all that flab?”

“I meant that I’m not your daughter. Not anymore.” I hung up, tossed the phone on the dresser and went into the bathroom. It took five minutes to stop crying and another ten of cold water on my face to reduce the swelling my tears had caused. After that, I changed into clothes that would have made my mother proud -- long sleeves, pants and a belt.

Stepping onto the terrace, I found Blake sitting at a table, a bottle of plum wine aerating next to him. Seeing the outfit I'd changed into, a knowing smile crept along one side of his face.

“You didn't pack all pants, did you?”

I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at him, more annoyed at myself for being so obvious than mad at him.

Lifting a wine glass, Blake gestured at the surrounding buildings and open sky. “Great view, isn't it? So many things to look at--”

“Yeah, I get your point.” I took the glass and filled it to the brim. I nodded at the table loaded with enough food for four but only the single loveseat for us to sit on. “I get the point of all this.”

“Then come and sit next to me, PJ.” He patted the cushion. The earlier smile crept up the other side of his face until he was grinning at me, his gray gaze sparkling with the city's lights as night fell around us.

I swallowed down half the glass of wine and then perched on the edge of the loveseat. That was my first mistake -- or maybe my second. Grabbing the wine bottle, he refilled my glass, his free hand sliding around my back to grip my opposite hip.

Trying my best to ignore having Blake’s hand on me, I scooped up one of the sushi rolls.

“It's from Masa's.”

I popped the roll in my mouth and let it unravel along my tongue. Groaning, I took a sip of the wine. “God, I love Masa's.”

“I know.” Blake laughed, the sound cut short as his lips brushed against my neck.

Right, he'd taken me there once. My agency had just finished our first campaign for Cross. He'd been more than pleased with the results and wanted to discuss ideas. The memory, almost a year old, was bittersweet.

“If you're so good at remembering things, where's the sake?” Growling at him, I popped another roll in my mouth and leaned back, my eyes closing in epicurean ecstasy.

“I just want you relaxed, PJ. Not drunk.”

Shit. I had forgotten about his father. Dead. Philip Cross had been a drunk while he was alive. A very charming one, if the tales were true, but beaten down by the stigma of having grown up a bastard during a time people still paid attention to things like that. Beaten and crushed when Blake’s mom had divorced him and left them both.

“Don’t worry about it, love.” The hand on my hip tugged me closer while the other slid along the curve of my stomach.

Feeling his lips at my throat once more, my body's response was instant. Another groan gurgled up my throat.

“That good, huh?” He nibbled at my ear, a shiver shooting down my body to curl my toes.

“Hmmm?” I tried to open my eyes but the sushi and plum wine were already mixing in my stomach.

“The sushi -- it's that good?” The hand at my stomach dipped to trace a line down my thigh before zipping back up to cup my breast.

I wrapped my fingers around his wrist. “I'm not putting on some sex show for the
Post, Blake. They’ll accuse you of animal husbandry if we do.”

His gaze darkened and, for the first -- and hopefully last -- time I saw Blake furious.

“Where did you read that bullshit?”

“I didn’t.” I stuttered the answer out, my tongue tripping over itself from a combination of the wine and embarrassment. “I’ve been avoiding the news.”

“Good, continue avoiding it.” His fist clenched before he forced it open and smoothed it along my thigh. “Those people are utterly irrelevant.”

“Which is why you paid me a quarter million last year to shape what they say about your company,” I reminded him.

He glanced at me from the corner of his eye, a smile curving his mouth once more. “I paid you a quarter mil so I could hold meetings with you, PJ. And watch you get all excited about a campaign and pretend it was me making your skin flush instead.”

“Now who’s talking bullshit?” I rolled my eyes at him. “And I’m still not putting on some sex show.”

“No, love. We'll save that for private.” Leaning against me, Blake kissed the side of my mouth.

I turned into the kiss, unable to stop myself. Cross had to know a hundred ways of kissing a woman. He hadn't kissed me the same way twice. This one started with a slow tug at my bottom lip with his teeth. He cupped the side of my head, his thumb stroking my cheek bone as the other hand rested lightly against my throat.

His mouth slid to the side, the tip of his tongue teasing the corner of my lips until my lower jaw went slack and I moaned.

“Such a sweet mouth, Pippa.” His tongue curled along my upper palate as he slowly sucked my top lip. “I would kiss it all day if you'd let me.”

I'd gladly let him, but he wasn't mine to kiss. Even if I had forgotten for a few seconds, I didn't want a borrowed lover. Not when it came to Cross. I ran my fingers along the side of his face, coaxing him to look at me. “Abigail says you're in love.”

“Yeah, PJ, I am.” Unbelievable after dropping that bomb, he tried to kiss me again.

I pressed my fingers lightly against his lips to stop him. “With whom?”

I was too tired to cry anymore and the wine already tugged at my senses. I just wanted to know who it was, this woman who had managed to make Blake Cross fall in love with her. I wanted to put a name and a face to her. I wanted to confirm all the differences, lean body, exquisite face, high-society upbringing or some drop dead gorgeous Jenny on the Block whose beauty had transcended her humble beginnings to lift her to the dizzying heights of being Blake Cross’s woman.

Only then would I be able to fully put aside the ridiculous notion that he could fall for someone like me.

His brows knitted together, his head tilting as he chewed at his bottom lip. “You don't know already?”

I shook my head. Earlier, I'd worried it was Burke, but that didn't fit. The few times I'd seen them together, she had tried to monopolize his attention. Like Abigail, Burke had probably realized Blake was in love. The law suit was her revenge.

“No. But you are in love -- Burke realized and that’s why she quit and is suing you, isn’t it?”

“One day and you’ve put almost all of it together, PJ.” The pad of his thumb grazed over my bottom lip. “I’m impressed.”

“So fill me the rest of the way in -- who is she?”

“If you don't know, maybe I shouldn't tell you.” He wasn't teasing. His voice sounded like he had zero intention of giving me the woman’s name.

“You should.” I patted his shoulder, deciding that I was definitely tipsy from just the one glass. Small surprise -- other than the two sushi rolls, I'd had a cup of coffee, an apple and some water -- far, far below my normal daily intake. There hadn't been room on the day's agenda for food.

Aiming for Blake's chest, I missed and poked him in the throat with my index finger. “Why aren't you marrying her, instead?”

“You mean why am I paying you to marry me?” He closed his eyes, a sad smile twisting at the corners of his mouth. “The woman I love is obnoxiously clueless about how I feel.”

“Yeah, there’s a lot of that going around, it seems.” Hearing the pain in his voice, I almost felt sorry for him. Maybe I did, a little. But I felt sorrier for myself. The man I had a serious crush on was in love with someone else and I had to marry him and pretend to pretend I loved him. That was all kinds of fucked up.

Leaning back against the cushion, I closed my eyes. “You should tell her.”

“I will, when she's ready to hear it.” His hand brushed my face, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear before sliding behind me. His thumb played along the small of my back, making me melt deeper into the cushion. “Right now she’s got her walls up.”

I nodded. As different as I might be from this mystery woman in the flesh, I’d built a few walls myself. First with my parents, then with men after a few lovers had used me as their safety rebound -- the fat chick they thought they could walk all over.

My head started to slide toward his chest. I tried to lift it but my eyes were closing, my brain shutting down. Feeling an arm along the back of my knees, I clutched Blake’s shoulder. “What are you doing?”

“As much as I’d rather do something else with you, PJ, I’m putting you to bed.” He lifted me, rolling my body against his broad chest. “You're exhausted.”

I couldn't argue with that. I was asleep before we reached the bedroom.

**********

There was no rose when I woke the next morning. No Blake, either. Once again, I'd slept too late. I took a quick shower and let my hair air dry while I painted on a little bit of pretty. I was searching for my bag in the living room when Abigail popped around a corner and told me she was making me an omelet.

“I really have to run--”

“Mr. Cross said to let you sleep until you woke naturally and make sure you ate something before you left. I have it all mixed -- it won't take more than five minutes to cook and another five to eat.”

I suppressed a frown as I tapped the clock app on my phone and set an alarm for the week. It was Blake, not Abigail, being bossy and I didn't want her to think I was upset with her. Still, I needed to go. I opened my mouth, ready to argue, when my stomach gurgled.

“Fine.” Sighing, I followed her into the kitchen. “But I can't make a habit of going in late.”

“No life of leisure for you after the wedding, eh?” She poured the blended eggs onto a flat skillet where they sizzled and popped.

“Not a chance.” I peeled a banana while I watched her cook.

“Mr. Cross said you were independent, that you had a hard time letting people take care of you.”

Blake certainly had me pegged on that point. Depending on someone else was the surest path to disappointment. I'd learned that young and Gorman's betrayal had only reinforced my opinion. I didn't want to talk about it, though, so I steered the conversation in a new direction. “You're very fond of Blake, aren't you?”

“He's practically a fourth son.” Abigail folded the omelet onto a plate and slid it along the counter to me. “I definitely feel a mother's joy knowing he found you.”

She cleared her throat and I realized she was getting a little misty-eyed.

“You know, I caught him in the hall this morning as he was leaving the bedroom. He just had to stop and stare at you.” Her hands moved up and out, a little higher than her hips as if she were standing in a doorway and leaning in. “I wish I had a camera, it was so sweet.”

I dipped my head, feeling my own eyes begin to moisten. I had to give Blake credit -- he was thorough. While he probably didn't think Abigail would expose the relationship as a sham if she found out, he had to know she'd be incredibly believable if she thought it was real. She might casually mention it to her husband or son or hairdresser. The story would leak out from there. I'd fashioned more than one information campaign that way. It worked. Make part of your target audience believe it and they would convince everyone else.

“Yes, that would have made a great picture.” I gulped down the rest of the omelet and stood up. Plate in hand, I looked around for the sink but Abigail took the dish away.

“You go ahead. I texted the driver that you would be along in a few minutes.”

“You're a jewel, Abigail.” Leaning across the counter, I gave her a quick peck on the cheek before I realized what I was doing. Blushing, I mumbled my good-bye and hurried out of the penthouse, silently cursing Blake and hoping the truth, when it finally came out, wouldn't hurt Abigail too badly.

I spent a few hours at work before heading to a meeting with another attorney from the law firm Blake used. This time to deal with the IRS agent who was intent on making my life a living hell. I had to hand it to Blake's attorneys -- the agent left the office meek as a lamb. I was so ecstatic I had to keep myself from doing fist pumps as I left.

Running into Anna Burke in the lobby of my office building shattered my elation. She had a two-day old copy of the Post folded to page six in her hand. Seeing that I had noticed her, she offered me a chilly smile.

“Hello, Pippa. Remember me?”

I tried to smile back but couldn't bring myself to do it. Even before she left Blake's company, I'd always felt like I had cockroaches crawling over me when Anna was present. “Sure, you used to work at Cross. You looking for a job or something?”

Her posture stiffened and the hand clutching the paper started to ball into a fist. “No, I came here to warn you about Blake Cross. He doesn't love you.”

Surprise flashed across my face. I tilted my head and stared at her throat. “That's funny, I don't see an Adam's apple but you must have one helluva set of balls on--”

“Don't try to be clever, Pippa. It doesn't suit you.” She unfolded the
Post
and drew out several sheets of copy paper. “I'm suing Blake.”

I reached for the papers but she jerked them back.

“He's seducing you to get at me and divert the public's attention from the case.” She smiled again, trying so damn hard to soften its predatory curve that her lips quivered. “Don't be a fat little fool about this. I'm trying to be your friend.”

Looking into her pale blue gaze, I realized for the first time she wore tinted contacts. I returned her smile, wondering if anything about Anna was real. “Is that what he did, seduce you so he could get something out of you?”

The papers she held snapped half an inch from my face. Seeing it coming, I didn't flinch.

Folding her arms across her chest, she glared at me. “Unlike you, I can get any man I want. Do I look like the kind of dumb bimbo that would fall for something like that?”

She really shouldn't have asked. She was exactly that kind of dumb bimbo. I smiled, my head slowly bobbing in answer. I started to turn toward the bank of elevators. “I have a business to run, Anna. Don't bother me with this again.”

Burke clutched at my sleeve. “You're just a pawn in this, he'll drop you the second the suit is over or his little ploy doesn't work.”

Grabbing her wrist, I squeezed at its pressure points until she had to let go of the fabric. “Come near me again and Blake will get a restraining order against you. And, for the record, I'm no one's pawn.”

Her gaze went as flat as any killer’s. Her whole face narrowed as her nostrils flared. “Then you're his paid whore. I hope, for your sake, the money's good. I know the sex is.”

Hearing the elevator door chime, I spun on my heels and stepped inside, my gaze meeting hers one last time in the mirrored panels before the doors shut. Alone, I leaned against the side wall, my hands trembling with anger.

She was right. I was Blake's paid whore. Not just figuratively. I'd already spread my legs once for him, that first night at the penthouse when he'd suckled my clit until the last of what I was dissolved into nothing. I had spread them a second time in the limo and would again after the wedding, letting him thrust into me so the pre-nup would be valid.

The elevator doors opened and I pressed the close button before jabbing the button for the lobby floor. Stepping outside, I scanned quickly to see if Anna was still in the area and then I called the driver for him to double back and take me to Blake's office.

We needed to talk. He needed to know she was suspicious and I needed to know if he...if they...

I shook my head, flinging tears.

I didn't need to know whether they’d fucked. What I needed was out of the deal. I needed to wake up in the morning in my own bed and be able to look myself in the mirror and not flinch.

None of that mattered, of course.

More than anything, I needed the money.

**********

“Tell me again from the beginning.” Blake had me backed up against his office wall, his hands on my shoulders to stop my pacing. “Don't leave anything out.”

I glared at him. I'd already been through it twice with him. Three more times in my head on the ride over. My stomach was twisted in knots and I didn't want to think, let alone speak, about Burke ever again.

“Please, PJ, just one last time. You were holding back, I can see it on your face.”

I closed my eyes. Most everything had come spilling out the second I had shut his office door, my guts all but strewn across the fancy Oriental rug adorning his floor. I recounted how she had said he didn't love me, that this was all because she was suing him, that she'd thrust some legal papers at me but yanked them away before I had a chance to read them, how she had intimated they had sex -- which he denied -- and, last, how she'd called me a pawn.

I shook my head. “I only left out that she said I was your paid whore and she hopes the money is good after I told her I wasn't anyone's pawn.”

Still holding back, I didn’t mention she’d called me a fat little fool. It was bad enough repeating that she had called me a whore.

He cocked a brow, his gaze intense as he studied me. I was sure he knew that I was still holding back, but, in the end, he seemed convinced. “Did you make that face when she said it?”

Scowling, I tried to push him away from me. “I'm not making any face.”

“Yes, you are. You look like you believe every last nasty thing that cu—” He cut himself short with a growl.

His fingers brushed against my cheek, but I looked away. “Like I care what Anna Burke thinks. And I didn't make any face that she could see. I turned around and stalked into the elevator.”

I left out the fact that our eyes had locked one last time before the elevator doors shut.

“PJ, your face communicates a lot more than you think.” Gripping my chin with his thumb and index finger, he forced me to look at him. “It was one of the things I first noticed about you.”

Cupping my face with both hands, he stroked his thumbs along my cheek bones. “You're like a fine porcelain doll with a built in emoticon button.”

Closing my eyes, I bit at the inside of my lip. Feeling my hands shake, I pressed both palms against my stomach. I couldn't have him knowing what was running through my head now or ever again. It would be too embarrassing if he realized how I felt. Worse than that, he might feel pity and that's the last thing I wanted from Blake Cross.

“How much longer is this going to drag out?” I whispered the question, not trusting myself to control my pitch if I spoke any louder. “She hasn't even filed suit yet, has she?”

“Not yet, but if I know Anna, she'll want to cast her shadow over the wedding by filing first.”

I felt him stiffen against me as if he was bracing himself. “So she’ll file soon.”

My eyes flew open. “When’s the wedding?”

“This weekend. The announcement will run in tomorrow's
Post.”

This weekend! He could have at least consulted me about the timing. A full day hadn’t even passed since I signed the contract. I shook my head at him. “That's too soon! I haven't--”

Blake's gaze narrowed. “This weekend, PJ. It won't look good if the
Post
has to run a correction. And you don't have to worry about planning anything.”

“What, Vegas?” A sneer crawled up the side of my face to be erased a second later with an angry twitch of my nose. I didn’t care where we got married and Vegas was the perfect place for a fake marriage to start.

“Cayman Islands. I chartered planes to accommodate all the guests -- your friends won't need visas, just their passports.” His hands molded around my face, the fingers threading through my hair as he massaged the side of my head.

I closed my eyes again. As much as I tried to stop it, my body started to shake. He really expected me to drag my friends to a fake wedding? Of course, the alternative was laying them off. “Please, Blake. This isn't...I mean, my friends--”

“You’d invite your friends to a real wedding,” he said, cutting me off. “Maybe Anna will read the announcement and settle cheap before you have to marry me. Would that make you happy, Pippa?”

The way my chest immediately tightened, I knew it would make me miserable. I'd be out of Blake's life that much faster. But at least I could start getting over him and the amount of time my ass and thighs had to spend in the media spotlight would end. My lips pressed tightly together to hide their quiver, I slowly nodded.

His hands abruptly pulled back. By the time I had my eyes open, he was halfway to his desk, his gaze intent on its surface.

“Well, I'll do my best to make you happy, PJ.”

I didn't say anything. It was clear from his posture that he wanted this to end just as fast as I did. Every day spent as my fiancé or husband was a day lost pursuing the woman he actually loved.

I crept toward the door, ready to slink away when he stopped me.

“Wait, I'll walk you out.”

My hand on the door knob, I looked over my shoulder at him. “Why?”

His eyes glittered like moonlight striking frost just after sunset. “Anna hasn't caved yet -- we still have a show to put on.”

The knots in my stomach tightened. I shook my head.

He shook his head back at me. “You came in here visibly upset. I can't have you walking out like this.”

I tried to school my features into those of a woman just a few days away from marrying the man she loved -- only for real.

His smile was cold, warming only for show as he opened the door. “I appreciate the effort, love, but let me drive.”

His hand against the curve of my back, he steered me toward his private elevator. Once we were inside, he pushed me into the corner, his hands roaming over my hips as he cinched my waist tight against his groin.

“Blake...” I tried to capture his wrists but his hands were like eels, strong and twisting.

Evading my attempts to stop him, he whispered a warning into my ear. “Security camera and a guard who whines too loudly about his pay. So stop fighting and pretend you like it.”

“I can’t right now.” That was a lie. I didn't need to pretend. My body vibrated with its need for him.

“Then pretend it’s someone else touching you.” His hand traveled up to my breast, palming my flesh as his hips pressed into the swell of my stomach. “Someone you want caressing you.”

My nipples hardened. Blake was the only one I wanted touching me and I was scared shitless I’d feel that way far longer than our pretend marriage was going to last.

Reaching behind him, he stopped the elevator. His lips found the spot just below my right ear that made my knees give out. I clutched at his shoulders, rising up on my tiptoes as I did so.

“What’s his name?” There was an edge to his whisper, his hand squeezing my breast in rough punctuation. “Is it Kevin?”

I pressed my head against the wall so I could see Blake’s face. He was kidding, right? Kevin’s handsome, but he’s a cock magnet. Surely Blake had noticed?

Only his face didn’t look like he was kidding. The gray eyes were darkening, the pupils pulsing against the irises. Unsettled by the intensity of Blake’s gaze, I swallowed hard before I managed a short stammer. “Why would you say that?”

He ran his fingertips up my arm, all the way to my face, as he carefully studied my reaction. “You don’t wince when he touches you. Are you in love with him?”

I wanted to throw Blake’s words back at him and say that the man I was in love with was obnoxiously clueless to the point that his every touch was breaking my heart. Instead, I shook my head.

His hands moved quickly, one against my breast once more, the other cupping my mound. “Then who’s this heat for, PJ?”

He kneaded me, breast and pussy. His mouth zeroed in on mine, his tongue forcing my lips open, forcing my entire mouth to yield to his kiss. “Who are you going to think of when I fuck you Sunday? Who have you been thinking of each time I’ve touched you?”

Blake kissed me again, everything rougher and faster. I closed my eyes and bit down on the moan clawing its way up my throat. His hips started to grind at me. His hands cupped my bottom and lifted me, until I had to throw my legs around his hips to steady myself. Even with our clothes separating us, I could feel the thick bulge of his hard cock against my sensitive clit. He was dry fucking me, bringing me to climax with who knew how many guards watching us on the security camera.

The moan finished clawing its way out. My ass cheeks tensed as another moan whipped through me and he hugged my mound tight against his dick. “Are you coming, baby?”

“Yes, damn you.” My arms were wrapped around his shoulders, one of my hands cradling the back of his skull, my nails digging into his scalp as my hips started to jerk and I cried out.

Blake eased me back onto my feet, his gaze boring all the way to the back of my skull as he reached behind him once more to restart the elevator’s descent. As the rest of the floors passed, he didn’t look away from my face -- wouldn’t let me look away either. His hand cupped my face every time I tried and forced me to return his hard stare until we reached the elevator and the doors opened.

Blake gently guided me into the garage before hitting the button for the top floor. Settling against the elevator's back wall, a wolfish grin surfaced on his handsome face, his gaze starting to dance in amusement. “Don't wait up, love. I have a lot of work to do tonight so I can…marry you on Sunday.”

Heart pounding in my chest, I watched the doors close.

There was no mistaking the import of his pause, or his real meaning.

On Sunday, Blake Cross was going to fuck me.

**********

Blake was a ghost until the time came for us to leave for the airport Saturday morning. He didn’t get home until late both nights, didn’t sleep in the same bed with me and was out before I woke at seven both mornings. I was starting to think he was having second thoughts, which would have been fine by me so long as he didn’t cancel the loan.

Waking me with a kiss, he banished my foolish hope that I was going to get out of the deal with my business and my heart intact. “Good morning, beautiful. Ready to get married?”

I pulled the blanket up over my head and turned on my side. “Not really.”

“Mmmm.”

I felt his weight shift on the bed and then the bottom edge of the covers started a slow crawl up my legs. I pulled my knees up to my chest and tried to wrap the blanket tighter around me.

“I’m going to have one hell of a time getting through airport security with you slung over my shoulder and still wearing your nightie, PJ.”

The blankets inched higher and then his fingertips brushed the sole of my foot. My foot twitched and I pulled it closer to me. He traced the protrusion of my ankle bone and then ran one finger halfway up the curve of my calf. With my legs bent, that left his hand at the threshold of my pussy.

He took the detour, his knuckles rubbing against the edge of my panties. The flex of my inner muscles was followed by his soft laugh.

“Baby, don’t tempt me.” He cupped my bottom. “It’s been hard as hell staying out of here these last two nights.”

Need paralyzed me. My stomach tightened and then my whole body tensed.

“Shhh…love.” Blake leaned over me, pulling the cover down enough to expose my face. I kept my eyes closed. His hand moved down again, the knuckles grazing up and down the gusset of my panties. His other hand stroked my hair. Kissing along the side of my nose, he caught a tear before transferring the salty drop to my lips. “You need to get dressed, PJ. Shower if you want, and let me handle the rest of the weekend, okay?”

One last kiss, one last stroke, and then he left me to get ready.

Twenty minutes later I emerged from the shower in a rush to find that he’d already packed my bags and laid an outfit on the bed for me to wear. It was a pale turquoise georgette over a silk sheath. A pashmina stole in matching blue to keep my bare arms warm was folded next to the dress. All of it was from the same boutique as the first two outfits he’d bought for me to wear.

Despite the dread twisting through my stomach, I found myself smiling. Blake Cross knew how to dress a woman, no matter her size. He had even managed to make me look good.

Thinking of the other things he knew how to do for a woman with equal skill, I felt my skin flush hot. Trying to ignore my growing arousal, I slipped into the dress. My hands were still fumbling at the back zipper when Blake came in carrying a silk clutch. Handing me the purse, he stepped behind me. He ran a finger up my spine, the whisper of contact forcing me to stand straighter. He drew the zipper up and then his hands curled around my shoulder.

“Passport’s inside the clutch.” He kissed my shoulder and then wrapped the stole around me. Keeping one hand on me the whole time, Blake guided me out of the penthouse and down to the limo.

We weren’t the first to arrive at the airport. Stepping onto the privately chartered plane, we were greeted with a warm round of applause. Looking around to find that every face belonged to someone on my staff, I stiffened. If Blake had invited a single person he knew, they weren’t on the plane.

Way to drive a stake through a girl’s heart.

I looked at him, felt the hot accusation burning in my face and prayed no one else on the plane realized I was hurt and angry.

Running his hand along my side, Blake whispered in my ear. “Relax, PJ.”

The plane didn’t have regular seats. Instead, two long leather couches curved against its sides. Leading me to the center of one, he pulled me onto his lap and buried his face against the side of my neck. He rubbed my arm, speaking so low only I could hear him. “Abigail and her family will be there tomorrow. Beyond that, I have business associates, love, not friends.”

He planted a soft kiss at the curve of my jaw. “I wanted you to have a nice private ceremony surrounded by those who love you.”

Plastering a smile on my face, I nodded.

Yeah, they all loved me.

Everyone except the one who mattered most.

Everyone but Blake.

*****

We landed at the Owen Roberts International Airport a little over three hours later. After a quick nod by a customs official, we piled into white limos, all the women in the first two, Blake and the other men in the third.

Michelle Hennings, my lead designer and a close friend since college, gave me a bear hug as soon as the limo pulled away from the airport. “We’ve got the best hen party ever planned! Blake gave us everything we asked for!”

“Including two strippers!” That was Clara, recently divorced from the man she’d lost her virginity to. She pointed a finger at every last one of us. “And, ladies, one of those hotties is mine!”

By eight p.m., every last one of the women was at least slightly drunk. True to her declaration, Clara had disappeared two minutes after the taller of the dancers left to take a breather and still hadn’t returned. Kevin showed up, completely sober, after he managed to sneak away from Blake’s bachelor party.

I elbowed him as he sat down on the couch beside me. “Didn’t like the entertainment, huh?”

He grinned, his gaze locked on the thrusting groin of the remaining dancer as Michelle tried to hook the man’s G-string. Kevin shook his head. “No entertainment, just whiskey, cigars and a helluva lot of poker chips. Real ones!”

“You tapped out already?” I joked. Kevin didn’t exactly have a poker face.

“No.” He patted his jacket pocket, the sound of plastic knocking together distinct but faint. Leaning over, he planted a quick kiss on my cheek. “Congratulations, PJ. It’s clear Blake is absolutely crazy about you.”

I forced another smile and waited a full five minutes before excusing myself. Obviously Blake had a great poker face. It helped that Kevin took everyone at face value. Out of everyone I worked with and was friends with, he’d be the most crushed if he ever found out this was all a lie.

Stepping onto the patio, I closed the door behind me and moved out of the light. Not wanting to stumble on Clara and her new friend making out in the dark, I listened for a few seconds for any sounds before I skirted the manicured lawn and headed toward the private beach.

Less than fifty feet from the patio, I realized Blake was leaning against a palm tree and watching me. He was both the last and the only person I wanted to see at that moment. I approached him, stopping a few feet short of the tree he leaned against.

Apparently, that wasn’t acceptable. Reaching out, he yanked me to him, his grip unyielding as his lips crushed mine. Half a minute passed before he let me surface for air.

I tried to get my hands up between us. I desperately needed a little distance, my emotions whipping between wanting to cry and the hot urge of peeling my dress off. “What are you doing here?”

“What is
he
doing here?” His grip as rough as his voice, he pulled me into another kiss, his tongue thrusting into my mouth. His fingers curled in my hair to hold my head immobile. “You’re mine, Pippa.”

A quick spin and Blake had me pinned against the tree. A hard tug and the skirt of my dress was up over my hips, his big hands wrapping around my ass to cinch me against him. He kissed me again, offering no tender pretense as he pillaged my mouth. “Mine tonight, tomorrow—”

“Until Anna drops the suit or you crush her in court,” I reminded him. That was the cold, hard truth, as much as I wished it otherwise. He was happy to have me, to use me -- even if he gave me pleasure in return. But the minute things were settled, he’d be free to pursue the woman he was in love with. Like every other lover in my past, he wouldn’t need a stand-in anymore.

“Damn it, PJ, I don’t give a fuck about Anna’s suit.”

I pushed at his hands. He was lying. His dick was hard and he was lying. A week, a month from now and he’d be singing a different tune. His heat would turn to cold indifference.

Twisting away, I pulled my dress back over my hips. He wouldn’t have me tonight or any night other than tomorrow. We’d do the deed once to make it legal and then I was putting the brakes on the charade. There would be a few controlled interviews with the press, a few public sightings -- also carefully controlled. When the trial actually started, we could ramp things up again. By then I’d damn well be able to allow Blake’s touch without the certainty that it would be over all too soon grinding me to dust.

“Pippa!” He reached for me, but I managed to outmaneuver him.

I put my hand up, stopping him. “You will not follow me if you want me to show up at the ceremony tomorrow.”

Folding his arms across his chest, he glared at me. “You’d break the contract?”

“Yes.” That was a lie, but it slid past my lips like it was the truth. Now that we were on the island, the marriage certificate ready, the press alerted, he couldn’t risk my backing out any more than I could afford to break our agreement and have him call the note back.

“Love, you—”

“None of that!” I pointed a finger at him. “Not when we’re alone.”

“Yes, that,
love.” His gaze narrowed, his lips thinning as he took a step toward me. The sand sucking at my sandals as I tried to turn, Blake caught me. “Not just from my lips, but from yours.”

“I can’t, Blake.” Shaking in his arms, I curled in on myself, tried to make myself small enough to slip away. It didn’t work. I was too big, too awkward. “Please don’t make me.”

“Make you?” His grip loosened, but not enough that I could free myself. His arms tightened around me again when I tried. His lips edged my jaw, tracking up when he reached my chin to whisper across my mouth. “Baby, those rides in the limo, that first night at the penthouse, in the elevator -- you surrendered.”

I shook my head. I wasn’t proud of it, wouldn’t argue that I hadn’t lost all control over my body and heart those times he had touched me. Neither would I admit it. I had to have some piece of me left when this was over. There would be nothing if I called him
love. Nothing to rebuild from. Nothing to give another man.

“You did, Pippa.” He sucked my bottom lip into his mouth, his hold on me gentling, his hands running up and down my back in soft persuasion. “You surrendered. You came crying my name and clinging to me. All that and you can’t call me
love? Even faking it?”

That was it -- the whole damn problem. If I’d been faking it, I wouldn’t have a problem calling him
love.

“Pippa, answer me.”

I couldn’t, and the burst of noise from the house as Michelle opened the door and called my name meant I didn’t have to.

*****

Like the light through the stained glass, a wave of soft laughter filtered through the chapel Sunday afternoon. Reciting my vows, I paused and tried to place the source of my friends’ amusement. They had laughed at the end of the pastor’s last sentence. I retraced his words, the very words I was supposed to be repeating at that moment.

To love, honor and obey -- with a minimum of pushback.

Right, Blake had asked him to change the vows. They recognized it as an inside joke -- one they thought they understood. The joke was entirely on me, a reminder of the contract that had led to this sham marriage. I lifted my gaze to find Blake drilling holes in my skull, his face seemingly so tense it would crack if so much as a butterfly landed on it.

He held my hand, his grip tightening painfully until he closed his eyes and forced himself to relax. When he opened them again, I saw…

I had no idea what I was seeing. The emotion was nothing I could name. Wanting that shadow clouding his face to pass, I quickly pushed the words out, another wave of laughter following in their wake.

Laughing with them, the pastor pronounced us married and Blake pulled me to him, his mouth covering mine before the pastor gave him permission to do so.

My knees started to give, only the strength of Blake’s arms keeping me upright as the kiss deepened. Blake molded me to him, my soft curves giving way to his hard planes as
huzzahs
erupted from the audience. I needed oxygen, wasn’t getting any. Even when he broke the kiss -- I couldn’t remember to breathe.

I leaned against him, numb as he whisked me to the bridal limo that would take us to the small reception. The driver took the scenic route, giving everyone else time to get there first. By the time we walked in to more applause, my cheeks were wet.

They were all certain my tears were of joy. Only Blake and I knew the truth, but he was smiling like he believed his own lies.

The reception was quicker than most, maybe ninety minutes. The food was already being served, followed quickly by the cutting of the cake and our first dance as a couple before everyone took their turn dancing with us. Every time someone spun me in Blake’s direction, I found him watching me.

Parting from her dance with Blake, Clare gave me a wicked smile and whispered in my ear. “Looks like a certain CEO is itching to get back to the honeymoon suite.”

I mustered up a smile but could feel the blood draining from my face.

Erupting in laughter, Clara lifted a brow at me. “Honey, you look nervous!”

“That’s because she knows I’m back to step on her toes again.” Returning for a second dance, Kevin started to squeeze between Clara and me.

Blake intercepted him. “The limo’s ready, love.”

Staring at me, he completely ignored Kevin. He held his hand out for me to take, his gaze commanding. A tremble running through my arm, I curled my fingers around his palm. He drew me close, tucking me against him as we made our way past Abigail, her family and my friends.

I stayed mute the short ride back to the estate he had rented for the weekend. Aside from the security guard at the front gate and another in a small outbuilding near the beach, we were alone.

Candles had been lit and spaced out on the path to the bedroom we would share that night. White and pink roses carpeted the ground. Above the pounding of my pulse, I could hear the soft strains of music playing in the library. Recognizing the dueling sopranos in Strauss’
Presentation of the Rose, I closed my eyes and let Blake lead me the rest of the way into the bedroom.

How had he remembered it was my favorite opera? It had only come up my first month working on one of Blake’s PR campaigns. I’d missed the opening of
Der Rosenkavalier. When he had discovered it was my favorite opera, he had asked me whether I believed in love at first sight while handing me tickets for a private box for the next showing.

It should have been beneath his attention to begin with, but here we were -- almost a year later -- and he had it playing on the way to our bridal chamber.

God help any woman Blake Cross actually set his heart on.

Stopping at the foot of the bed, he tilted my chin up and waited for me to open my eyes. “Was the chapel okay, love?”

Drawing my lips in to stop their quiver, I nodded.

“And the dress?”

I nodded again, fighting to hold back tears as the final strains of the song faded. “Beautiful -- too beautiful to waste on a pumpkin.”

“Baby, say something like that again, and I’m going to spank you.” His jaw tightened, his thumb and finger gently pinching my chin to keep me from looking away. “You’re beautiful, Pippa. The dress comes alive on you -- not the other way around.”

He smoothed his hand down the side of my neck to trace the top of the bodice. “So alive, it’s almost a sin to take it off you.”

Blake advanced on me. I tried to take a step back, the bed halting my progress. He captured my waist, one arm against the small of my back to trap me in his embrace. His free hand worked the zigzag of satin ribbon that kept me laced into the dress.

Unable to meet his gaze, I stared at his chest. “Can’t we just say we did?”

“No, baby.” He tugged at the back of the dress, further loosening the ribbon.

Cold air curled along my back to push a shiver down my spine. His lips whispered along my throat and I heard the fast zip of ribbon as he pulled the last of it free from the silver eyelets. The dress fell to the ground, leaving me in just the ivory boned corset and lace panties he had packed for me, finished by matching pumps and a lace garter.

His hands on my shoulders, he pushed me onto the mattress. Leaving the pumps on, he lifted my legs high enough to sweep the dress out from under my feet. Lowering my legs until my feet touched the floor again, he parted my thighs. A growl vibrated through him as his lips brushed up one thigh to reach the garter. Slowly, he peeled the band of lace down my leg.

His gaze never leaving my face, Blake stood and pulled his tuxedo jacket off. It joined my dress on the floor, quickly followed by his shirt, shoes and socks. His pants still on, he sank to his knees again. His hands gripped my thighs, his thumbs stroking the flesh as his gaze roamed my body.

I wanted to cover myself, but all I had were my hands. I started to shield my sex, but he dropped his chin, his eyes intense as he glared up at me and slowly shook his head. Flipping his hands so that his knuckles brushed against my skin, he slid his fingers under my panties, lowering the front and side panels just enough that my pussy was exposed to him.

I knew I was wet, had felt the cream pulsing from me. Now he knew how aroused I was. Blood rushing to my face, I closed my eyes.

“Look at me, PJ.”

I shook my head. I didn’t want the image of his lust branded in my memories, didn’t want to see the slow flutter of his eyelashes as his mouth dipped down to my pussy and know that he wanted another woman beneath his lips, along his tongue.

“Baby, look at me and see how much I want you.”

I denied the possibility with another shake of my head, harder and more desperate. “You don’t.”

“I do.” His grip on the panties tightened, the fabric digging into my full hips. “Now look at me.”

I brought my hands up, covered my face. He could take me, but he couldn’t make me watch.

Blake responded to my disobedience with another growl. I heard a rip, felt strands of the torn lace as they landed on my skin. Placing both hands on my mound, he pulled my labia back. Warm and wet, the tip of his tongue touched the base of my clit and then stroked up to curl inside the hood. His top lip teased the exterior for a few heartbeats and then he pulled back.

More seconds pass, long enough for me to grow confused, and then he took another slow lick, stopping with the tip of his tongue pressed against the small pearl inside the hood. He sucked at it, his tongue lightly flicking. His hands massage my lower lips, the thumbs softly attacking the opening to my cunt.

My mutinous hips began to rock against him, a small cry escaping me at their treachery. One thumb pushed an inch into me, moving in a shallow circle.

“So sweet and tender, baby.” He took a lick and then another. “I could eat you all day.”

I’d be lucky if I lasted another minute. The contractions that had been squeezing at my uterus since we entered the house grew stronger, more frequent. Each lick had me knotting tighter inside, each squeeze forced my hips a little higher.

My hands flew down to my sides, fisting the bedspread as I fought my surrender.

“Don’t fight it, love.” His thumb pushed deeper, the flat of the nail pressing up against the ball of tissue just inside my gate as his mouth bore down on my clit. “I want to be inside you so damn hard--”

My release came, slamming into me, stealing my breath. My hips crested, held position, then pushed higher as I cried out his name. Blake kept stroking, pressing, sucking until I lost all control of my lower torso, my flesh sinking into the mattress with a series of jerks and twitches.

Blake rose up, quickly stripping his pants and underwear off. I heard the heavy silk hit the ground, felt its soft brush as he pushed the clothing tangled around his feet to the side. I waited for him to touch me again, my skin stinging with anticipation.

More seconds passed, no sounds audible beyond the rush of blood against my ears. Opening my eyes, I looked past my heaving breasts to the man standing between my spread legs.

Fuck, he was magnificent. Candlelight flickered along his muscled abs. Lean hips descended to powerful thighs, the muscles rolling as he flexed. And there, center view, the fat tip and thick shaft guiding him forward, was the most beautiful cock I could imagine.

Centering one knee on the mattress between my thighs, Blake pushed his hands under me and lifted. He slid forward, pushing me up the bed until my head was against the pillows. He kept his gaze fixed on mine, the flame of the candles reflecting a burnished bronze.

Leaning on one elbow, he ran his free hand along the front of the corset to expose the flesh beneath one hook at a time. He smoothed the fabric to the side before cupping one breast, lifting it up as his head dipped down. He tongued the nipple then drew it into his mouth. His hips gave a little roll, his shaft sliding along the split of my lower lips. Slickened with my cream, it glided without friction. His ass lifted, the tip butting against my plump labia before angling down.

He was going to enter me, now, no condom, just skin on skin.

“Blake--”

He buried my protest beneath a ruthless kiss and then he was in me, his cock thick and stretching at my walls. He pulled back, the broadly flared head hooking him inside me. In again, deeper, my pussy knotting around him, the pleasure so exquisite it became an ache.

“God, you feel so perfect, baby.” Another thrust, all the way in to hit against my cervix. “I love sinking into you. So soft and receptive.”

He pulled out, breaching me, his cock sliding over my clit and back down -- into me, slowly sinking balls deep. He kissed my throat, licking and sucking as his hips took up a slow grinding rotation.

Rocking back on his knees, Blake pulled be with him. He wrapped my legs around his hips, his gaze grazing over the folds of my labia and down to where he speared me. Taking half strokes, he kept the head of his erection pressed hard against that spongy bulb of ecstasy inside me.

He ran his tongue over the pad of his thumb and then lowered his hand down to my pussy. He swirled around my clit, tracing its perimeter before settling atop it in a slow, penetrating massage. His thumb dipped down, gathered more of my slick cream to swipe it along the length of my clit. He tugged, pulling the dangle of flesh taut.

The whole time, his cock concentrated on that small swelling inside me.

“Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?” His gaze hooded, his eyes roamed my body, returning at last to my clutching, rolling center. “All swollen and pink and glistening, baby. I don’t want to ever leave this room.”

When he looked at me like, talked to me, his voice rough and breaking, I believed him. For the moment, for each pleasured second that he was in me, consuming my heat and stoking the flames higher, I believe two things: that Blake truly loved and desired me.

He rocked forward, sinking deep into me and claiming my mouth. His thrusts lost their even measure, matching instead the wild pace of my heart as I lifted to meet him.

“Yes, love, come with me.” He buried his face against my throat. His hands gripped my hips, yanking me hard onto his cock before pushing me away. Another tug, deep center as my sheath molded around him, squeezing and rippling along his length. “Yes, baby.”

We tensed in unison, both of us desperately sucking in one last breath before we exploded against one another.

*****

Bliss surrendered at last to sleep, sleep to remorse. I woke terrified with the knowledge that it would be only a matter of months, if not weeks, before I lost every last bit of what we had shared the night before.

Opening my eyes, I found Blake watching me. I closed them again, my face tensing.

He brushed his thumb across my lips before stroking my cheek. “Baby, don’t turn away.”

The phrase repeated -- in the limo, on the plane, again in the penthouse that I would call home so long as the trial loomed over Blake’s empire. Desperate to protect myself against that inevitable pain, I barely spoke to him when we were alone. I turned away each time he approached me.

Two days after the wedding, I was back at work, staying late into the night -- taking a cab back to the penthouse because I didn’t want to drag Carson around after ten.

On Thursday afternoon, Blake called me at my office. “When will you be home?”

As late as I can push it
was the answer that rose in my mind. “I don’t know,” I answered. “Late. There’s a lot of paperwork for the IRS.”

“I’m paying lawyers to take care of all that paperwork for you, PJ.” He paused, his irritation evident from the sound of his fingers strumming along his desk. “We have something to discuss. Be home by eight.”

He hung up, making it clear that that he was issuing a directive -- not a request.

At nine-thirty, I entered the penthouse to the low rumble of two male voices. Barely prepared to face just Blake, the sound of the second voice had me trying to sneak down the hall. Blake must have heard me enter or had been waiting to catch me as I came in. He was standing in the doorway to his home office. Behind him, sitting in a chair and holding a stack of papers, was the attorney that had drafted our pre-nup. At least I had evidence of what he wanted to discuss. He was done with me -- the charade was over. I took a step toward his office, prepared to take my medicine.

Blake waved me away. “I have a few things to finish up with Michael.”

Confused, I nodded and went into the bedroom. For half an hour I sat on the bed, my hands twisting together. Hearing the attorney finally leave, I sat up a little straighter and forced my hands to relax. Seeing that they were red and chafed from the nervous workout I’d been giving them, I slid them under me.

Another fifteen minutes passed with no sign of Blake and I wondered at the delay. I could have gone into his office, but I didn’t feel any more up to a scene than he apparently did. I waited another half hour before I finally gave up. I went into the bathroom, washed my make-up off and changed into my nightgown.

Crawling into bed, I promised myself I wasn’t going to cry.

My resolve lasted all of ten minutes, my tears only ending when I heard the soft sounds of Blake turning off the lights and checking the alarm system. Feigning sleep, I forced my body to relax, to hold back my pathetic sniffles and to breathe evenly.

He entered the room quietly, shucking all but his silk boxers before crawling into bed. The faint odor of whiskey preceded him and I tensed. It wasn’t like Blake to drink, particularly something as hard as whiskey. A single glass of wine or champagne was all I’d ever seen him take. There were no rumors to the contrary. And, while I would have welcomed a shot or ten, I had something to drink over.

Blake was merely ending a nuisance business contract.

Stop it, PJ -- you will not start crying again!

Blake’s fingers brushed my shoulder. Concentrating on keeping my breathing even, I didn’t acknowledge his touch.

He whispered, his words muffled as if his face were against the pillow. “I’m sorry, baby.”

My stomach clenched but I otherwise remained motionless. If it took whiskey to say whatever he had to tell me, I didn’t want to hear it. He could tell me in the morning when he was sober or -- better yet -- through his attorney.

Yes, I decided, there was no reason to have this conversation in person. I would have enough hard talks ahead of me once Blake pulled the loan. I didn’t need the pain of this one inflicted in the flesh -- in fact, I desperately needed to minimize it. What good would it do to hear him tell me that it was all an act, that I should have known it was all an act, and that it was time for him to put the act aside and seek out the woman he loved.

A woman that looked like she belonged at the side of Blake Cross.

I waited, still and calm, for him to fall asleep. It took another ten minutes before the rhythm of his breathing changed and his hand slipped from my shoulder. Another hour passed before I felt brave enough to leave his bed.

I walked over to the dresser my purse was on. Easing Eliza’s ring off my finger, I placed it on the dresser and picked up my bag as gently as I could, my heart pounding the entire time. I grabbed my shoes and tiptoed down the hall and into the utility room where Abigail kept the dry cleaning between pick-ups. I stripped off my nightgown and put on my clothes from Wednesday.

Still holding my shoes, I tiptoed to the entry way. Placing my hand over the security system’s speaker, I punched in the code.

The alarm went off.

I punched it in again, frantic to release the lock. Blake was sure to wake up – all the whiskey in the world wouldn’t let him sleep through the blaring noise.

The alarm didn’t stop. I entered the code again, certain I had gotten it correct the first two times. It shouldn’t have gone off!

Blake’s hand brushed my shoulder as he reached across me to disable the alarm. As soon as the sound stopped, a calm female voice came over the speaker.

“Identity and confirmation code, please.”

Blake said his name and recited a long string of numbers, cutting the caller off with a curt good-bye.

“I reset the code before coming to bed, Pippa.” He flipped the light on and then turned me until I was facing him. “I had a feeling you might try to leave before we could talk.”

“There’s nothing to discuss, Blake.” I kept my gaze centered on his chest. If I lifted my eyes to look at him, I’d start crying. “Just give me whatever papers Michael brought you and I’ll sign them.”

Placing a fingertip beneath my chin, he forced me to look up. “The papers were for Anna’s law suit. I settled with her this evening.”

“Settled?” Of course, he’d settled. Now there was zero reason for him to continue the marriage. He could get on with his real life.

“Yes, PJ. I settled a case -- a case I could have won -- for a hell of a lot more money than I needed to. And I did it because of you.”

I blinked, shocked by his bluntness. He could have told me without emphasizing just how badly he wanted to get rid of me. I folded my arms across my chest, silently cursing myself for loving a jerk who wanted nothing to do with me.

Screw him! I could be just as big a jerk and maybe, just maybe, if I let myself be angry, I wouldn’t feel so hurt. Lifting my chin a little, I narrowed my gaze. “Understandable, Cross. You want out, so do I--”

Blake grabbed my left hand and lifted it, a spark of fury heating his cheeks. “Where’s your ring?”

“I left Eliza’s ring--”

“Your ring, Pippa.” He shook his head, not nearly hard enough to loosen the scowl stamped on his face. Wrapping one arm around my waist, he started pulling me away from the entry room. “It’s your ring and it’s going back on right now.”

Grabbing onto the door frame, I tried to halt our progress. There was only one direction I wanted to go in and that was through the entry door and down the elevator. “You said it would stay in your family.”

“I did.” He peeled my fingers off the molding and then quickly bent down, his arm sweeping against my knees to lift me. “And it is.”

“Blake, what are you doing?” My voice shook, all my strength fleeing beneath his fierce gaze.

“We are going to have our talk now -- whether or not you want to.” Blake carried me down the hallway and into the bedroom, unceremoniously dumping me on the soft mattress before he turned on the bedroom light and retrieved the ring. “Put this back on.”

I shook my head. What the hell was he thinking?

Blake closed his eyes and I swear I could see him counting to ten inside his head. His jaw slowly relaxed and he looked at me again. “Do you want to know why I settled?”

Oh, I knew why. Looking away, I answered him. “You want out, you want the marriage over so you can pursue…”

I stopped before I could say anything that made me sound like the jealous fool I was.

“You, Pippa. I settled the law suit so I could pursue you.” He sat down next to me, his face hardening again when I tried to move away. Placing a hand on my thigh and the other on my hip, he pulled me to him. “That afternoon in your office, I came to help you out, to offer you an advance that would take care of everything and leave you free to focus on controlling the damage from Burke’s suit.”

My head whipped up. I didn’t know why, but he was lying. There was no way he wasn’t. “You had the terms worked out already, the dress--”

He shook his head. “I stepped into your outer office to find Kevin with his arm around your shoulder and I lost it, baby. The terms were spur of the moment on a loan I already intended to give you.”

“But the dress -- you didn’t have time to shop, you’d already picked it out.” Feeling lightheaded, I clutched at the blankets, my body swaying closer to his.

“Yes, I’d already visited the boutique.” Blake wrapped his arm around me and then buried his face against my neck. “I’m buying it -- also because of you.”

“Because of me?” Now I was totally confused, his nonsense answers only increasing my suspicions.

“Seems you and the boutique have the same accountant. They’re on the chopping block and were shopping around for a buyer.” Brushing a strand of hair away from my cheek, he kissed the side of my face. “I went into the meeting only slightly interested, particularly with Burke suing my ass. But then I saw the clothes and imagined you in them instead of all those…” pausing, he pulled his head back and wrinkled his nose at me and my old wardrobe, “suits you hide your curves under.”

Dropping his hand to my thigh, he gave a light squeeze, his eyes flashing silver at me. “So I walked around the store, listening to what Gorman had done, how much cash they needed. Barely listening -- mostly I was thinking how hot that dress you wore to Robuchon’s would look on you or the skirt and blouse and the peignoir I never gave you a chance to wear on our wedding night. Once I touched the peignoir, traced its edges, all I could think about was getting you in it just so I could take it off.”

Eliza’s ring dangled from his pinkie. Lifting my hand, he offered me the ring once more. “So, yeah, baby, I want to drop the charade, just not the one you think you’re in.”

“I don’t understand, you admitted you were in love…”

He kissed me again, a little closer to my mouth, and then gently butted his forehead against mine. “With you -- you obnoxious, clueless…” He claimed another kiss, ending it with a soft moan, “beautiful intoxicating dolt.”

I nodded. He was right. Well, not the beautiful bit, but--

“Yes, beautiful.” No longer waiting for me to accept the ring, he slid it back onto my finger.

“Am I really that transparent?” I was crying, but softly laughing, too.

“To me, you are.” He kissed me again, full on the mouth as his fingers curled around my head. His lips were tentative, as if this was our first kiss and he wasn’t Blake Cross, the world’s sexiest millionaire, but some nervous high school freshman. “Stay with me, love. I need you more than anything.”

I swallowed nervously, still not sure I was understanding him. “Are you asking me to marry you?”

He shook his head and I couldn’t decide if his smile was happy or mournful.

“Baby, we’re already married. I’m asking -- no, that’s not right.” He slid onto the floor, his hand still holding mine. “I’m begging you not to divorce me.”

My chest felt like it was going to explode. I still couldn’t wrap my head around Blake actually wanting me. “But the spies? You said people would be spying on us.”

To my amazement, he blushed. “Baby, I’d just left the boutique, my balls were about to fall off and Kevin was touching you when I walked in. It was all I could do not to rip his arm off. I lied.”

He looked away for a second, his cheeks burning redder.

“But the elevators?”

“I had the camera removed – I wouldn’t expose you like that, love.”

My head bobbed as understanding slowly sank in. Each stroke and kiss had been because he wanted to touch me -- wanted it so badly that he had been willing to trick me. I looked at him. He was still on one knee, holding my hand with his fingers wrapped around the ring as if I might yet change my mind and remove it.

I smoothed a fingertip across his worried brow, watching as it slowly relaxed. “I should be furious with you.”

Stretching up, he brushed his lips over mine. His hands moved to my legs, lightly surfing over them to wrap around my hips. “Does that mean you’re not?”

“No,” I whispered. “But don’t ever lie to me like that again.”

“Never,” he agreed. “Stay with me.”

“Yes.” I wrapped my arms around his neck as he slowly pushed me onto my back.

His mouth found mine, the pressure of his lips and thrust of his tongue rapidly alternating between hard and soft as his hands worked the buttons on my blouse. Reaching down, I ran my palm along the front of his boxers to find him rock hard and ready.

The last of my buttons popped, shooting across the room to skip across the floor like stones on a lake. His hands dropped to my slacks, fumbling as he continued to kiss me. I eased his fingers to the side and unzipped. Lifting my hips, I pushed the pants and underwear far enough down that he could strip them the rest of the way.

Blake wrapped his arms around me, rolled onto his back and brought us to the center of the bed with me on top. His eyes lids fluttered as I spread my legs and eased part of my weight off him.

His hands traveling along my hips, Blake groaned. “Baby, I want you to ride me.”

I reached between us and teasingly snapped the waist band of his silk boxers. He lifted his hips and quickly shimmied out of the underwear.

“No more impediments.” Smiling, he slid his hand down to stroke at my bare pussy. “If you’re wet enough.”

His touch proved me drenched. The thick thrust of his fingers inside me and my accompanying moan proved me ready. Leaning back, I grabbed hold of the base of his cock, my eyes closing dreamily at its massive girth.

“Very wet.” Holding his shaft straight, I slowly sank onto him, small whimpers of need escaping me with each inch my pussy swallowed.

Propped on one elbow, Blake watched me descend as his hand toyed with my breast. “So beautiful, PJ.”

“So big,” I groaned. Not me -- him. His cock was stretching me, pushing at my walls to intensify the strength of the contractions already rolling through my sheath.

He lifted his torso high enough to kiss my breast and slowly suck one nipple in. Between his sucking and licking and kissing, he started to babble.

“God, I love these, baby.” He licked from one nipple to the other.

“And this.” He ran a hand over my hip, down between my legs to tease my clit as I tightened around his cock. “Definitely this.”

Reclining on the mattress again, he kept his fingers on my clit, his pace following the deep downward strokes of my pussy on his shaft. “I love watching you come.”

That reward was just seconds away, his fierce, adoring gaze making me squeeze him tighter until I was fighting just to breathe. I jerked and he cried out with me, lifting his hips to stay buried up inside me as my movements became erratic.

Grabbing my hips, he held me tight to him, his lips parted in a silent cry as I knotted around him, my pussy grinding tight circles as another orgasm slammed into me.

When I started to collapse forward, the last of my climax wrung from me, he rolled me onto my back, his thick cock still buried in my clenching sheathe. Taking deep after strokes, his kissed my neck and then he cupped my face.

“I love you, PJ.” His thrusts slowing, he caressed my cheek. “From the very beginning, I think.”

I nodded, happy tears flowing from me. “I love you, too.”
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