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CHAPTER ONE

“DROP your head a little to the left. That’s right. Good, Amber, good.”
Amber Taylor moved to the direction of the photographer, the hot Spanish sun baking her skin despite the high factor sunscreen slathered on under her body sheen. She didn’t complain, though. The shoot was her first truly big ad campaign as well as her first large international contract.
At twenty-four, she was either on the cusp of making it big in modeling, or sliding into mediocrity. Mediocrity was not an option. She’d been modeling since her early teens and had sacrificed sleep, chocolate and a social life for her chosen career. She was determined to make it big.
It helped that her mom was on her side. A widow, who had raised Amber on her own, Helen Taylor was an amazing woman. She’d sacrificed herself for Amber’s career and loved her only daughter enough to remind her when to exercise and when not to eat…too much.
Amber had been living on a low-calorie diet so long, she didn’t even get hungry anymore. Helen was careful to make sure that the food Amber did eat was übernutritious. She’d even given up her own comforts so that she could afford to hire a personal trainer for Amber. Helen Taylor had provided Amber what she needed to hone her body into the perfect form for modeling.
Her mom’s support of her dream meant everything to Amber and she had every intention of repaying it with success.
“Okay…lift the phone like a victory fist and smile.”
Amber lifted the trim flip phone high in the air and gave her signature smile, one that her agent said promised the world and everything in it.
A whistle sounded from her left and unexpected tingles traveled up her spine and down her arms. It was if someone with an electric gaze was watching her. Which was just plain silly. Superman might have X-ray vision, but he was fiction and no real person actually had the ability to touch someone else with a look. Only, she felt touched. Caressed even.
Doing her best to mentally shrug off the odd feeling, she turned up the wattage on her smile and the whistle sounded again. This time low and suggestive. It was all Amber could do not to clench her thigh muscles. She never reacted like this.
Never.
A swear word hissed out between her perfect teeth even as she maintained the smile for the numerous clicks of the photographer’s camera. What was wrong with her?
“Call a break.” The voice rang with authority and just the hint of a Castilian accent.
The photographer called the break and Amber dropped the cell phone she’d been holding onto a nearby table. She went to pull on a gauzy wrap, but two elegant, masculine hands were there before hers.
The wrap was held open waiting for her to slide her arms into it. “Come, querida, you must cover such perfect skin from the heat of the sun.”
She allowed him to draw the wrap up her arms, a sense of unreality stifling her. She had not even seen his face yet and felt as if they were intimately acquainted. Impossible.
And just slightly terrifying.
“Whose not so brilliant idea was it to work during the hottest part of the day?” he asked in a voice that carried as far as the photographer.
“It is the light, Señor Menendez. It is perfect right now,” the ad campaign manager said in a much less authoritative voice than Amber had ever heard from him while she saw the photographer hurry over out of the corner of her eye.
“Are we not civilized? Does not the siesta demand rest, not work during the hottest part of the day?”
“I apologize, señor. If we had known you wished to oversee the shoot, we would have arranged it for a different time.”
The man behind Amber laughed, the sound warm and rich, like chocolate sauce pouring over French vanilla ice cream. “It is not myself I am concerned about.”
That strange urge to clench her thigh muscles hit her again and she had to force herself to step out from under the hands now resting on her shoulders. When had she ever wanted to prolong a man’s touch? She could not remember a single instance. Men were business associates or props for photo shoots, nothing more.
She turned to face the man upsetting her equilibrium and got her first glimpse of Señor Miguel Menendez. Her brain immediately began to catalog the information she had on him.
His family ran Menendez Industries, the parent corporation for the cell phone company doing the ad campaign she was posing for. While his grandfather and father still played an active role in running the business, analysts agreed that Miguel was responsible for most of Menendez Industries’ expansion in the last five years.
He’d gotten them in at ground level with cell phone service to parts of Asia and Europe as well as negotiating investment in other high tech ventures that had paid off hugely for the more than hundred-year-old, multibillion dollar, family controlled company. He wasn’t the only member of his generation involved with the company, but thus far, he’d been the most successful.
Amber had done her homework, learning what she could about both the company and product she was supposed to be representing—as she always did for a job. As her mom often said, it never hurt to be prepared. Only she had the distinct feeling that nothing could have equipped her for seeing the billionaire in person for the first time.
She’d seen photos, but the pictures accompanying articles in prominent business journals hadn’t begun to catch the essence of the man. The flat two-dimensional images had in no way alluded to his sheer animal magnetism or overwhelming masculine presence.
Six feet two inches of prime male, Miguel Menendez had a body most male models would have sacrificed a year’s wages for. Tall, lean and muscular, he filled out his Dolce & Gabbana shirt and trousers like they’d been made for him. And they probably had. While she recognized the cut and style of the designer’s signature look, there were subtle differences that implied this man’s clothes weren’t even bought off the runway.
Not that a super rich tycoon was going to do anything but have a personal shopper who brought designers to him, but still.
Gray eyes watched her with heated interest tempered by a humor that surprised her. The man made her go weak in the knees and considering she spent her time with some of the most beautiful males the earth had to offer on a regular basis, that realization was not an altogether welcome one.
Yes, his patrician features and dark, curling hair were to-die-for gorgeous, but it was more than that. And it was the more that had her taking another step backward in the awkward silence that had fallen after his last statement.
He smiled, even white teeth flashing briefly. “My concern is for this most lovely young woman whose beauty will not be enhanced by sunburn I think.”
“We’ve got Amber slathered in fifty factor sunscreen,” the photographer said dismissively.
Señor Menendez’s eyes narrowed. “I see that you are in long sleeves and wearing a hat. Very sensible…while she pretends to talk on the phone in little more than three triangles of fabric.”
“She’s a model.”
Which said it all. Her body was a tool. To sell products for them and to achieve her dreams for Amber. It was the way it was and she didn’t even mind.
But apparently Señor Menendez did. She could only be grateful she was not the recipient of that particular look. The photographer tugged at his collar and looked beseechingly at the ad campaign manager who in turn was looking at his boss as if the tycoon had sprouted a couple of horns.
“She is a beautiful woman whom you would do better to care for than to mistreat in such a manner if indeed it is her image we wish to use to encourage customers to use our products.” He turned to her, the chilled visage warming. “Though I am still unsure of what a barely clad woman and better cell phone coverage have in common.”
She laughed, charmed by his blatant bemusement. “My body has been used to sell car batteries. I’m not really sure what the connection is, but I’m personally grateful advertisers seem to think there’s a correlation. And honestly…I’ve done photo shoots in the California desert during the summer. This isn’t any worse. Believe me.”
A smile flirted at the edges of his perfectly shaped lips. “But we are more civilized than Californians, yes?”
“If you say so.” She’d found that some Europeans still saw Americans as backwoodsmen.
Her agent would swoon at being described in such a way, but Perry had a propensity for drama anyway.
Señor Menendez cocked his head. “You said your body?”
She shrugged.
“Surely you sell the products.”
“My image, which is essentially my body.”
He shook his head decisively. “No. There are thousands of truly beautiful women who could be standing where you are right now, it is the spirit inside you that shines through when you smile as you were doing when I arrived. It is you that my advertising executives hired…not a mere body.”
He was right. Modeling was so much more than displaying body parts to their best advantage, but few people saw it that way. And regardless, her body was still the main tool for her trade. Which sounded kind of bad when she thought of it and didn’t open her mouth to say so.
She simply smiled and said, “Thank you.”
“The smile…it is real? Or can you turn it on for others as well as the camera?”
The question was like a smack between the eyes. It was too much like the question that had been plaguing her lately. Was she a plastic person, or real? Sometimes she felt like a wind-up toy that operated only for the photographer’s pull on her string. She’d always worked hard to be in charge of her career, but was it really controlling her?
“When was the last time you did something for the sake of enjoyment alone?” he asked although she had not answered his first question yet.
“I…” She didn’t remember. Maybe if her mom were here, she could ask her.
While she was Amber’s biggest supporter for her career, her mom still pushed Amber to relax occasionally, reminding her that life wasn’t all about modeling. But she still couldn’t think of a recent time when it hadn’t been.
She stood there, feeling exposed and vulnerable. There was only one safe place of retreat. Behind the plastic smile.
She flashed it. “My career is all the fun I need, Señor Menendez. Now, if you gentlemen don’t mind, I’d like a chance to get a drink before we resume shooting.”
He reached out and caught her arm before she walked away. “Let me buy you a fruit juice. And my name is Miguel. Use it.”
He dismissed the other two men with a jerk of his head and the ad campaign manager and photographer melted away.
“Is that an order?” she asked, her internal hackles rising as she once again faced him.
While her body might be her tool for her trade, it was not a plaything and if he thought she’d fit the role of a playboy’s plaything in her off-hours, he was very much mistaken.
“Does it need to be?” he countered, ignoring the frost in her voice.
“That depends. Do your other employees call you by your first name?”
“Some do. Some don’t. I prefer that you do. And technically, you are not my employee, but a private contractor hired for a specific purpose. Quite outside my jurisdiction.”
“So outside of your jurisdiction that you called a break in the middle of a successful shoot and have dismissed the two men I do answer to in order to be alone with me?”
He shrugged.
“I don’t think anything in any of your companies is truly outside your jurisdiction, Miguel…except me.” There was no warmth in the smile that curved her lips then. “I’m a model, not an escort.”
Undaunted, he gave her a genuine grin, his gray eyes filled with amusement and unalloyed approval. “You are a beautiful woman I wish to get to know. What is the harm in that?”
“You tell me.”
“You are very prickly, are you not?”
“I’ve learned to be.”
“Have a glass of fruit juice with me. Decide if you like my company enough to share dinner tonight.”
She opened her mouth to deny him, but he put a finger to her lips.
“A moment of your time only. Please.”
This was not a man who said that particular word very often. She was certain of it.
She shut her mouth.
He left his hand where it was. “Your decision will in no way impact your role as cover model for this campaign.”
She stared at him, trying to read his sincerity. All the articles she’d read about him touted him as an honest man. And fair. She chose to believe.
She couldn’t talk with his finger pressed against her lips, however. Well, she could, but she was finding it difficult enough to deal with the sensations that tiny touch evoked without moving her lips against him. She swallowed and nodded with a short jerk of her head.
He smiled and let his hand drop. “Good.”
The photo shoot was being done on a roped off area of the beach and he led her to a small café less than twenty yards from it. They took a table for two outside and he called the waiter with an arrogant flick of his hand.
The young man came over, his eyes widened as if in recognition. She supposed the billionaire was something of a celebrity in his home country…like Hollywood actors back home. But Miguel Menendez was a lot better looking. Miguel ordered them both a glass of fruit juice before she could think better of it and request water. The extra electrolytes wouldn’t hurt and she could make up for it by eating less at dinner, she thought with a mental shrug, unconsciously counting the calories.
“Have you always wanted to be a model?” he asked after the waiter left.
“Yes. How about you? Have you always wanted to be a business tycoon?”
He laughed, the sound running along her nerve endings like a hypercharged current. “I was born to it, more or less. My father was a businessman and his father before him. You know the story.”
“But you’ve taken the family holdings to unprecedented heights.”
It was his turn to look wary. “Reading the gossip rags?”
“Business weeklies actually. My mother’s a financial consultant and she raised me on bedtime stories where the Big Bad Wolf was a guy selling junk bonds and Prince Charming was a good investment partner.”
Now, his gaze turned speculative. “I am surprised you chose the career you did then.”
“Why? I invested in a personal asset I could enhance at will…my looks. I have worked my tail off to make them pay dividends and they have. That’s a better investment than many business ventures over which I would have less control regarding the principle component my success would depend on.”
“Have the dividends been worth the hard work?” he asked, his tone laced with reluctant respect.
“You tell me. Have your sacrifices been worth the business success?”
“Yes. What is a twenty-hour workday compared to my family’s security?”
She liked that he thought in terms of family commitment. She only had her mom, but they were devoted to each other. Family came first. She sipped at her juice. “Thankfully, since graduating from university two years ago, I don’t have to work twenty-hour days any longer.”
“You went to university?”
“That surprises you?”
“Considering your dedication to your career, yes. The time and cost of your education would have taken a toll on what is clearly your main goal in life.”
“I saw it that way, but Mom didn’t. She has always supported my desire to be a model, but no model’s career lasts forever and she maintained the better education I had, the better I would be at managing my career.”
“Is that not what an agent is for?”
“A model who leaves her career to others is just looking for a trap door in the floor to fall through to obscurity.”
“That sounds like a well-rehearsed rule.”
“It is.”
The warmth and approval were there again in his gaze. “I like you, Amber.”
“I think I could like you, too, Miguel.”
“Only think?”
“I’m the cautious type.”
He threw his head back and laughed.
And something inside, suspiciously near her heart, melted.
 
He was there when the shoot finished two hours later.
He’d been there the whole time, watching, asking questions of the ad campaign manager, of the photographer and even one or two questions of her. Was the ground too hot for her bare feet? He hadn’t believed her when she said no and his displeasure at her supposed discomfort had been obvious. So much so that they’d quickly moved to a different shot. Then he’d asked what she’d thought of the ad campaign.
She’d requested a water break to tell him. She was impressed with the ad designer’s vision and thought the campaign would be effective and didn’t mind saying so.
“You’ve studied the market?”
“If your job was to represent it, wouldn’t you?”
“Yes, I suppose I would.” He picked up the spray-on sunscreen and started to mist her with it. “You continually surprise me, Amber. It is a new experience for me with a woman.”
“You must be spending time with the wrong ones.”
“I think that is a given.” He winked.
Her heart stopped. Literally. And then started pounding so hard and fast, she felt light-headed. This man was so bad for her equilibrium. “I need to get back to work,” she said, only sounding a tiny bit breathless.
“Have dinner with me tonight.”
She’d been surprised he hadn’t pushed the issue earlier, but the man knew his way around women. He’d given her time to think, time to decide if she wanted to see him some more. He’d dialed in right away that control was important to her and having time to make a decision would make her feel like she wasn’t losing it. His perception should worry her, but she was too busy experiencing new feelings.
Not just the desire that was such an incredibly different thing for her, but weird emotions, too. She really liked Miguel Menendez. He got to the heart of the woman that hid behind the plastic smile.
It was both scary and very, very exhilarating.
“Okay,” she heard herself saying with a sense of fatalism that was also new to her. “But the shoot tomorrow starts before the cock crows. I need to be in my suite early.”
“I am happy to make sure you get to bed early if that is what you want.”


CHAPTER TWO

SHE’D be naive to think he meant anything innocent by that remark and she might be inexperienced, but she was far from naive. She frowned accordingly.
But that only made him smile. “You are cute when you are trying to look angry.”
She couldn’t remember the last time someone had called her cute. Not since she was a child…before she developed the poised bearing of a professional model. It was strangely endearing. Too much about this man got to her in ways that were risky for her peace of mind.
“Believe me, when I’m trying to look mad…I do.”
His dark brow rose in mocking amusement. “If you say so.”
“Don’t make the mistake of patronizing me.” She drank from her bottle of chilled water.
“I would not.”
“I’m no pushover, Miguel.”
“This I have no difficulty believing.”
That made her feel a little better. “I need to get back.”
“I will pick you up at six for an early dinner.”
“I didn’t know any restaurants served dinner that early around here.”
“I will take care of it.”
She supposed billionaire tycoons got fed wherever they wanted, whenever they wanted. “Okay.”
Then he’d let her get back to work, but he hadn’t left.
The photographer called an end to the shoot and Miguel was there with a floor-length, long-sleeved, light cotton white robe that would protect her from the sun instantly. She wondered vaguely where it had come from, but didn’t hesitate to pull it on. Her skin didn’t need the baking rays of the sun on it any longer than absolutely necessary.
Her flawless, youthful complexion was one of her trademarks.
The photographer winked at her before leaving. The ad design manager smiled at her and nodded toward Miguel before he, too, left. At least neither man seemed angry she’d caught the attention of the mogul. On the other hand, was that a good thing? Were these people so used to seeing Miguel make a play for their ad models that they took it in stride?
“You are frowning again, looking infinitely more disturbed than you were earlier.” He adjusted the robe on her shoulders, his gaze concerned if she could make herself believe it.
Cinching the robe tighter, she asked, “Do you hit on all the models that get hired by your ad department?”
“My company is far too big for me to oversee every photo shoot and not all cover models are female. I have definite heterosexual biases,” he joked.
Her stomach plummeted. Misdirection was not the same thing as a denial and she needed solid denial to feel even sort of good about going out with him. “I think we’d better give dinner a miss.”
“Do not be ridiculous.” Irritation laced his voice. “Do you seriously believe I need my ad department to find me dates?”
“No, but that doesn’t mean you don’t take advantage of the situation.”
“You are truly bothered by this?”
“Yes.”
He called the ad campaign manager, who had just exited the small trailer he’d been using as headquarters for the shoot, over. “Stephan.”
The other man hitched his satchel on his shoulder, obviously ready to leave the remaining break down to the technicians. “Yes, señor?”
“Tell Miss Taylor how often I have hit on models employed by our company.” His voice had chilled with distaste on the words hit on.
Stephan measured her with his eyes, his dark gaze clearly filled with surprise. Whether it was surprise that she would have the temerity to question his super powerful employer or at the question itself, she did not know.
“Never that I have seen, señor,” he said with either genuine sincerity or a very good approximation of it.
Heat scorched up her neck into her cheeks. “It doesn’t matter. I still don’t think this is a good idea.” She fluttered her hands, indicating them.
Miguel dismissed his employee with a look and then turned to her, his expression hard and not at all potential-lover-like. “I think it is a very good idea and so do you, but for some reason you are afraid. I assure you, you have no reason to be.”
“You’re a bad risk for a woman like me. I think, honestly, that you are a bad risk period.”
The words should have offended him, but they didn’t. His smile was back. “Life would be very boring without risk, do you not agree?”
He hadn’t even bothered to try to deny it. But then, even the business journals alluded to a love ’em and leave ’em reputation for him. “Maybe, but some risks are worse than others.”
“And some pay off in dividends that are unimaginable.”
“You think dinner with you falls in that category?”
“I guarantee it.”
“Arrogant.”
“Confident.”
“With you, it’s the same thing.”
He laughed again and she capitulated. “Okay, dinner. But you aren’t putting me to bed, early or otherwise,” she warned him.
“Duly noted.” He smiled and her inner woman actually rocked back on her heels. “May I see you home?”
“I can take a taxi.”
“There is no need. I have my car at your disposal.”
“I suppose that would be all right.”
“Such enthusiasm.”
She crossed her arms and tilted her head back to meet his eyes dead-on. “I would think you get enough sycophantic behavior from others.”
His lips quirked. “Touché.”
“Give me a second to put my clothes on and I’ll be ready to go.” The bikini covered less than most of her undergarments and no way was she riding back to her hotel clad in it, or even the robe he’d found somewhere for her.
“No problem.”
It didn’t take her long to change into the short white crocheted Lilly Pulitzer dress and flat silver sandals she’d worn on arrival to the shoot. Even fully lined, the dress was comfortably lightweight for the intense Spanish summer heat. She ran a brush through her shoulder-length, professionally highlighted hair and smeared some clear gloss onto her chapping lips. Miguel had been right about one thing. It had been a very hot shoot.
Grabbing her bag, she went to join him. She hurried and marveled at the feeling like she needed to do so. She wanted to be with him. It was a heady and nerve-racking sensation. Her mom had warned her it could happen like this, but Amber had always thought she was immune. She’d never been in love and frankly, considering the way her mom still grieved the loss of her dad before she was ever born, she didn’t crave the intense emotion, either.
She’d always been happy. Content. She had a super demanding career which she adored. A couple of good friends, though she saw them infrequently. One was a fellow model and the other she’d met at college. She and her mom were close.
She dated, albeit rarely, but she didn’t need a man in her life. He would just mess things up. Particularly a man like Miguel. He would expect her to make concessions for him. Would he reciprocate, though?
She tried to convince herself she was getting ahead of herself, but deep down inside, she knew she wasn’t. This man spelled trouble in her life in capital letters. So, why was she rushing to meet him?
Because like he’d said…some risks were worth the trouble.
 
He drove a black Ferrari like he’d taken training with the Andretti family. And yet she never felt at risk, never felt like he drove recklessly. Just very fast and with tons of confidence.
In fact, she kind of liked it. For a woman who never drove over the speed limit herself and actually drove as little as possible, but when she did…it was always very cautiously—it was an odd sort of pleasure. But it was indisputably pleasure nevertheless.
“So, have you enjoyed your time in Barcelona?” he asked as he shifted gears.
“Yes. I haven’t done a lot of international travel, so it’s been something of a perk doing this shoot.”
“It is one of your bigger campaigns, yes?”
“Did you do your homework while I was busy posing for the camera?”
“I made a phone call or two.”
That didn’t surprise her. “And what did you find out?”
“Enough.”
She turned in her seat to face him. “What does that mean?”
“I am very attracted to you.”
“I got that impression.”
“I have to be careful of the women I date.”
“Are you saying you had a quick rundown on my character investigated?”
“In essence, yes.”
“Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever been investigated by a potential date before.” She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.
“It was hardly a major investigation.”
“How could it be? Your investigator only had a couple of hours.”
His long brown fingers curled around the steering wheel like they were an extension of it. “He had long enough to determine that you don’t make it a habit to date wealthy men and file lawsuits for support after. In point of fact, he saw little evidence of you dating at all.”
It wasn’t a question, but she could feel him waiting for her response all the same.
“Fishing?” she asked, trying to determine if she was offended that he’d had her checked out on the premise he mentioned. She supposed that a man with his wealth had to be careful, but it still felt strange in a not so nice way.
“Maybe. You are too beautiful not to have frequent dates.”
Definitely fishing. “You don’t sound like you trust your investigator’s report.”
“Maybe I am simply curious about you.” There was a level of sincerity in his tone that struck a similar chord in her.
“Most men who ask a model out are looking for adornment. That role leaves me cold.”
“You have decided I did not request your company with such shallow motives?” He sounded pleased by the prospect.
“Fairly confident, but the truth is…I didn’t even think about it this time.” There was such a thing as being too honest.
So, why did she feel compelled to open her mouth and spit out potentially embarrassing truths with this man? All of her usual reactions were off with Miguel. He drew too much from her. Too much honesty. Too much physical response. Too much everything.
“You feel it as well.” He didn’t sound happy, so much as confused. Perhaps his reaction to her was just as out of the ordinary for him.
It was a comforting scenario, so she decided to stick with it. “What exactly do you think I’m feeling?” she probed.
“This thing between us.” One hand came off the steering wheel to gesture between them.
“The attraction.” She wasn’t sure what else to label it.
“I would call it super attraction.” He shook his head. “I have not reacted to a woman like this since I was a young man. Do not think I make it habit of using company resources to run instant background checks on women. I am not usually so impatient.”
“I know what you mean.” Relief flooded her that her comfort scenario was more reality than fantasy. He felt how big the thing was between them just like she did. “It’s more than attraction.”
“Yes.”
Another good answer.
“So, what do we do about it?”
“You have to ask?”
“I’m not one for falling into bed on a first date.” Or any date, but that wasn’t something she needed to mention right now.
He cast her a sidelong glance from his gray eyes. “Let us enjoy one another’s company and see where it goes.”
“I’ve never been very good at taking things as they come.”
“It is always good to try new things.”
“My agent says the same thing…usually when he’s trying to talk me into doing a spread I’m going to hate.”
It came again, that laughter that made her insides melt. “I assure you, I am not luring you into something you will hate. Quite the opposite.”
She had a feeling he did not know how right he was. She very much feared Miguel Menendez was a man she could love.
 
Miguel turned off the car in the valet circle for Amber’s hotel. “I do not want to leave you.”
The beautiful woman beside him jolted as if he’d shocked her.
Hell, he’d shocked himself. He sounded like a needy adolescent, but he only had a few weeks before he flew out for Prague. He hoped to convince Amber to spend as much of that time with him as possible. He had already confirmed with her agent that after the shoot for his company was done, she planned to spend a week in Spain on holiday.
He had every intention of taking advantage of that fact, but each moment in Amber’s company had reiterated to him how important her career was. No way would she take a sabbatical to go with him to Prague. And why he was even considering such a possibility, he could not fathom. Women were not permanent fixtures in his life. No woman had even made the status of semi-long-term.
He enjoyed feminine companionship and sex was important to him, but he had never wanted to keep a woman in his life before. Now was really no different. He simply felt a stronger physical attraction to Amber than he had to another woman in so long, he couldn’t remember another time. Once they sated their mutual desire, these strange thoughts of togetherness would no doubt pass.
She ran her hands through her multicolored blond hair, messing it up sexily and his libido surged. “I need a shower.”
“You have a suite.”
“You want to come up?” Her aquamarine eyes doubted the viability of that suggestion.
He had no doubts. “Yes.”
She bit her lip and looked away, the gesture at odds with the sophisticated woman he knew her to be. “I suppose that would be all right.”
She sounded unsure…innocent. That turned him on in ways it probably shouldn’t. He’d dated many women from her world, just none that had been contracted to work for his company. It was not a world where innocence or uncertainty lasted long. She’d come too far to be either of those things, but he enjoyed the illusion. And best of all, he didn’t think she was projecting it on purpose.
She was as affected by their meeting as he had been and it made her vulnerable. Why that was so appealing he did not know, but it was.
She looked nervously at him. He smiled, though he doubted his expression was reassuring. He was too hungry for her. Getting out of the car, he considered the possibility that she was playing him rather than honestly vulnerable and dismissed it.
The vulnerability was real, but the rest might be the behavior of a master tactician. She had the reluctant interest bit down pat anyway. No chance was she sincerely as reticent about going out with him as she had acted. Yes, the beguiling Amber Taylor knew exactly how to increase interest in a man like him. Underneath civilization’s veneer, he was a predator at heart. Skittish prey only made him more determined to succeed in the chase.
He thought he had been played by the best, but this woman was light years beyond the average female in securing his attention. And he didn’t mind at all. In fact, he admired her.
She was also clearly a master at discretion. Even when he’d subtly quizzed her, she had been adept at sidestepping his inquiry about her dating habits rather than answering them. As he would expect if she was used to dating men in prominent positions. With her beauty and intelligence, he had no doubt she was. However, Miguel’s investigator was fairly confident she was not involved in a relationship currently.
She’d been telling the truth when she said she worked hard and if not twenty-hour workdays, long ones all the same. She’d had back-to-back jobs for the past several months. No man in his position would tolerate his woman being quite that unavailable.
She had to be unattached at the moment.
Both his brain and his libido insisted on it.
The libido taking precedence as he touched her hand to help her from the car. “Thank you for not sending me away.”
Her gaze slipped up to meet his as her hand seemed to flutter against his, her perfect oval features set in an indecipherable expression. “If you want the truth, I feel the same…” She paused as if looking for the word. “Greedy desire for your company.”
He liked hearing that far more than he would have expected. And it didn’t fit the “playing hard to get” role she’d been in earlier, either. There was a gut level honesty to this woman that years working in her cutthroat industry had not been able to beat out of her. He liked that. He liked it a lot.
He smiled and took her well-toned, honey gold arm in his. “What floor are you staying on?”
The woman’s body was as close to perfect as it was possible to get without plastic augmentation and she was too genuine to be the result of cosmetic surgery.
Her eyes opened wide in mock surprise. “Are you saying your sources have not already supplied you with that knowledge?”
“Actually, no, they haven’t.” He hadn’t thought to ask. It had never occurred to him that she wouldn’t offer it.
“You’ll have to chastise them for being behind the ball on that one.”
“Considering the fact that my company booked your rooms, you are right. It would have been all too easy to come by the information.” If he had asked.
“Exactly.”
He shook his head.
The airy hotel lobby was starting to grow busy now that the hours for siesta were past. He saw more than one person do a double-take when they spied him walking with Amber. He sighed. There was no hope of keeping his relationship with her a complete secret, not in his hometown. But he had already instructed his company and anyone who had worked with Amber since she came to Spain to remain mute on her identity when the inevitable queries began to arise.
His family strictly enforced the policy that any employee who thought a bribe was worth betraying a Menendez’s privacy to the media would be looking for another job the minute the perfidy was discovered. Subsequently the press leaks from within the conglomeration were extremely rare and his family enjoyed a deeper level of privacy than most in their social and economic position.
He guided Amber into the elevator, shielding her body with his own from curious eyes. “It is inevitable that photos of us will make it into the scandal rags, but I have taken steps to protect your privacy.”
“Thank you.”
“You do not want the free publicity?”
She shook her head decisively. “I am no more interested in seeing my date as a trophy on my arm than I am in being one myself.”
“I approve your stance.”
She grinned at him. “Thanks. Are you often considered a trophy?”
“I tend to avoid certain relationships and therefore the possibility, but sometimes the exchange is worth it.”
“Sex for temporary access to your wealth and position?”
“As long as they understand it is temporary, it works.”
“That’s very cold.”
“I do not see it that way.”
“It makes the women you share your bed with little more than paid companions.”
“What a subtle turn of phrase, but the choice to trade on sexual compatibility is theirs not mine. I do not make them anything.”
“But your attitude encourages it.”
“I assure you, a woman must convince me it is worth my time to be used as her temporary ticket into a certain lifestyle.”
“But you let yourself be convinced.”
“Yes.” There was no use denying it. Not that he wanted to. His life was what it was. He had accepted that long ago. “We have already decided that such an exchange is not the driving force behind what is happening between us, have we not?”
The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. He guided her out into the hall, keeping his hand on her arm.
She slid a sideways look at him, biting her lip in that endearing way again. “I’m not sure how I feel about being with a man who admits to having relationships of that sort even if he wants me to believe ours won’t follow the same pattern.”
“First, we have both acknowledged we are not looking for a trophy, yes?”
“Yes.”
“Second, would you prefer I pretend to be someone different?”
“No, I just…”
“Accept that I left naive idealism behind in the nursery.”
She stopped in front of a door and pulled her key card out. “I do not consider respect for my sex naive.”
“I respect women.”
She pushed the door open and stepped inside. “Really?”
He followed her, pushing the door closed behind him. “Yes. I respect women enough to believe they are capable of deciding what sort of relationship is best for them.”





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
@ HARLEQUIN®





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
THE SPAN LARD’S VIRGIN






OEBPS/Images/MSRThumb.jpg





