






IT COULD BEGIN AND END HERE,



he thought with a mixture of dread and anticipation. But he’d decided that if this wasn’t going to work out the way he wanted, then ending it immediately was best.

Silently, he pulled her close, swamped by so many sensations at once that his brain went from anticipation to overcharged in the space of a heartbeat. He could feel the shape of her slender body. The pressure of her high breasts against his chest. The brush of her red curls on his cheek.

And he was captured by that sweet woman’s scent that had tantalized him from the first moment she’d walked into the bar.

—from “Night Ecstasy”
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Chapter One



Jules DeMario was a creature of the night, in a city where night was king.

From the shadows under a wrought-iron balcony, he watched the boisterous crowd parading up and down Bourbon Street, the pulsing heart of New Orleans.

It was early in the week. Only Tuesday. But every night was party night in the French Quarter, where no annoying laws barred carrying an alcoholic beverage on the street.

And no traffic marred the scene. In the evening, Bourbon Street became a pedestrian playground where music blared from the bars and jazz clubs, mingling with the raunchy conversation of the crowd that flowed like a great, living beast past bars, strip joints and boutiques selling everything from cheap souvenirs and condoms to voodoo hexes.

As on many nights, Jules was drawn to this throbbing mix of humanity, where the crush of warm bodies sent his superhuman senses humming.

Three hundred years ago, in London where he had been born, he would have been dressed in a waistcoat, linen shirt and breeches. But he’d watched social standards reach new lows over the centuries. Tonight he wore well-washed jeans and a dark T-shirt, the perfect outfit for blending into the crowd.

Once his dark hair had been long enough to tie neatly at the back of his neck. Now it scraped his collar and covered the tops of his ears. A little long by modern business standards. But then, he didn’t have to report to an office any morning.

Shouts from a few doors down drew his attention. A man on a wrought-iron balcony was tossing newly minted faux “doubloons” and cheap necklaces to the rowdy crowd below, including a woman who had taken off her T-shirt and bra to attract the attention of the guy with the largesse. The sight of her breasts gave Jules an unwanted sexual jolt. Turning quickly away, he headed for the quieter sections of the French Quarter, searching for prey now, his eyes and ears and nose leading him to the perfect victim fifty feet down a narrow alley.

The drunk was sprawled on the pavement, his breath gin-soaked, his jaw slack.

Jules bent over him, cradling the man’s head on his arm almost tenderly as he flexed the neck upward and sank sharp white fangs into warm flesh. The man’s eyes fluttered, and he put up a feeble fight. Jules quickly quelled the protest with the mind-numbing fog that he cast over his victims like a cloak of amnesia.

He drew perhaps a quarter pint of blood, the alcohol content sending a pleasant buzz to his brain.

He had discovered long ago that there was no need to kill in order to sustain his own existence. He had learned to be judicious. To take what he needed and spare the donor’s life.

Standing again, he pulled out a fine linen handkerchief and wiped the traces of red from his mouth. The blood had slaked his hunger. But he craved something else as well—the sexual gratification that only an erotic relationship with a woman could give him. A mutually satisfying relationship where he gave his partner pleasure and in turn fed off that pleasure.

But sexual desire was a two-edged sword. No liaison could last long for him. Unless he wanted to destroy his partner’s life, he had to let her go. Knowing the beginning of a love affair was always the prelude to the end had made him strive to postpone the need.

Still, the thought of sexual satisfaction heated the stolen blood flowing through his veins. He sped up his pace, trying to put that craving out of his mind, as he strode toward the comfortable house he had bought at the edge of the Quarter.

It was three stories, the windows on the upper floor sealed against the light so that he could sleep during the day in safety. A block from home, however, he crossed a street where some of the prostitutes in the area liked to hang out. Most of them were either with customers or had gone home for the night.

But one woman was still leaning against the wall of a house. As he came down the block, she straightened her shoulders and stepped toward him. Her heels were high. Her skirt barely covered her hips. Her knit top was low cut and so thin that he could see every detail of her breasts. She was young—barely out of her teens, and he thought of telling her to get off the streets before it was too late. But he knew he’d be wasting his breath.

“Hello, handsome,” she purred, giving him what she probably thought was a seductive smile. “Are you in the mood for some fun?”

He wanted to say no. But it seemed he had reached the limit of his ability to exist on blood alone.

“I might be,” he said, taking a step toward her.

Once he’d shown some interest, she wasn’t going to let him get away. On the darkened street, she moved her hand down, pressing it against the fly of his jeans. He knew she would feel no erection. That wasn’t the way he functioned. Before the change from man to vampire, his penis had been the center of his sexual satisfaction. But his responses were different now.

He lifted her hand away, then followed her into the narrow passageway between two houses.

“The way I get turned on is to touch you,” he murmured, his hands sliding over her breasts, lifting and shaping them.

He stroked his thumbs over the nipples, back and forth, urging a response from her, knowing that she usually kept herself detached from the men she serviced. But he also knew he had the power to drag her into a web of sensuality. His mind reached out to hers, bending her to his will. And as he felt her respond to him, he lowered his head, teasing himself by nipping at the tender place where her neck met her shoulder.

He stoked her response, his own carnal excitement rising to meet hers as he sank his teeth into her flesh. He felt it through his whole body, a blissful tingling that increased when he began to draw blood from her.

One hand slid downward to the juncture of her legs, pressing against her clit through the thin fabric of her skirt and panties, stroking in a way that he knew would bring her to orgasm.

It had been so long since he had done this that he had to fight a wave of dizziness. He wanted to go on and on, drawing the sensuality and the life fluid from her. But when she climaxed, he ruthlessly cut off his own gratification, leaving her panting and limp, her shoulders pressing back against the wall.

“What happened?” she moaned. “What did you do to me, honey?”

“You met a customer who made it as good for you as it was for him,” he answered easily, even as he sent her soothing mental commands. “But you will forget what we did. You will forget me. You will only remember that you did very well tonight.” Pulling out his wallet, he extracted a hundred-dollar bill and folded it into her hand.

Then he left her and walked rapidly toward home, thinking that he needed more than what a prostitute was able to give him. He needed a lover who could meet him as a mental equal.

 

Only a few miles away, Taylor Lawson moved restlessly through the little jewel of a Victorian house that she had rented in the Garden District.

It was beautifully furnished. And she’d fallen in love with it instantly. She’d taken that as a good omen. But that was the only piece of luck she’d encountered since coming to the Crescent City.

With a sigh, she stepped into the artist’s studio that she’d set up in one of the bedrooms. As she looked at the partially finished canvas on the easel, she grimaced.

Over the past few months, her work had gone stale. Just like her relationship with her once and former lover, Howard Cumberland.

She’d known for months that he was the wrong man for her, but he’d clung to the dying relationship like a mountain climber scrabbling with his fingernails at the edge of a cliff. The only way she’d been able to cut things off was to move far away—from San Francisco to New Orleans.

She felt a wonderful sense of freedom here. At least in her personal life. But artistically, nothing had changed. She was only plowing old ground. She could still turn out paintings that would sell for thousands of dollars in exclusive galleries. But it wasn’t satisfying to her. She needed new inspiration. She needed to take her art in an unexplored direction, if she could only figure where to go.

Turning from the easel, she looked at the paintings she’d hung on the walls. They were some of her best work. One was a scene on the beach at Carmel, where she and another lover, Richard Lampton, had gone when they were first in love. They were walking on the beach, naked. Hand in hand, two people totally enthralled with each other.

Next to it was a self-portrait she’d done the night she and Charles Bingham had first met. Her red hair was like fire around her head. Her green eyes were wild with excitement. And her lips had the look of a woman who had just been thoroughly kissed.

So what did these pictures say about her? That she needed a man for inspiration? That she worked best in the first flush of a new relationship? She hated to think that was the case. She wanted to believe that her own inner resources could sustain her interest in her painting. But if that were true, why was she feeling so restless and uncreative?

Leaving the studio, she went back to the bedroom and pulled out the slip of paper that her friend, Evelyn Bromley, had given her when they’d talked about New Orleans. Evelyn had met an extraordinary man down here. Someone she thought Taylor would like. But she wouldn’t give out any details. She’d just said to call him.

Taylor might be bold in her artistic subject matter. But like most creative people, she was an introvert. She hated calling strangers. But as she held the paper in her hand, she made a decision. At worst, he’d turn her down. Or they’d meet and wouldn’t hit it off. But why be negative? Perhaps he’d be the best thing that had ever happened to her.








Chapter Two



Jules woke the next evening and stretched in his comfortable, four-poster bed. According to legend, a vampire slept in his coffin. But that was just superstitious nonsense, as far as he was concerned.

He’d discovered long ago that any place that was sealed away from the light would do very nicely.

His bedroom was filled with beautifully restored eighteenth-century English antiques. They always gave him a sense of comfort when he woke, because they reminded him of how far he’d come—from the slums of London.

Since then, he had lived all over England—from Kent to Cornwall to Northumberland. And in many countries of the world. But he’d never stayed in one place for very long. Then in the twentieth century, out of curiosity, he’d read some of the books of Anne Rice and decided that New Orleans sounded like a wonderful place for a vampire.

He’d been here ever since. Despite Rice’s literary claims, he hadn’t run into any others of his kind here. In fact, he’d met very few men like himself—and no women.

His stepfather, John Randolph, the vampire who had saved his life by turning him, had kept his own background hidden. Probably he would have eventually shared his secrets. But he had been killed by a mob almost three hundred years ago, leaving Jules very much alone. With no contacts like himself, the best he could do was read all the books he could find on the subject of the undead. And most of that was hogwash.

Now he climbed out of bed and dragged in a deep breath. Breathing didn’t keep him alive, but it did help him think clearly because it oxygenated his brain.

After taking a quick shower and brushing his teeth, he pulled on a fresh T-shirt and jeans before unlocking the tight-fitting door to his room.

Padding barefoot into the kitchen, he leaned over the automatic coffeemaker, drinking in the aroma of a fresh-brewed, rich Cajun blend. Just the smell was wonderful. But over the years he’d trained his body to handle tiny quantities of food, and a little coffee was one of his chief gastronomic pleasures.

Mug in hand, he wandered out to the courtyard at the side of the house and sat in the dim glow from the tiny lights decorating two potted ficus trees. Then he checked his answering service.

The only message was from a woman named Taylor Lawson who cleared her throat before saying:

“I really don’t like making calls to strangers. But my friend Evelyn Bromley suggested that I get in touch with you. I’m new in town, and she thought you’d be a good person to show me around.”

She followed the observation with a phone number.

He listened again, jotting down the number. The low, throaty voice was very appealing. And he had fond memories of Evelyn. She’d been an intelligent and sensual woman. A good match for him. But his relationship with her had ended like all the others. Usually when a love affair was over, he was able to erase the memory of the liaison from his partner’s mind. Evelyn had been too strong-willed for that. He’d only been able to alter her memories slightly.

That was five years ago. And she hadn’t sent anyone else to him.

Taylor Lawson must be special. And her voice was a turn-on.

So he called the number.

She picked up on the third ring.

“Hello. This is Jules DeMario.”

“Oh yes. I was afraid you weren’t going to call,” she answered.

“Well, I was away for the day,” he lied easily. He’d had centuries to perfect the art of deflecting curiosity about his nocturnal habits.

She cleared her throat. “I was hoping we could get together.”

“But you’re nervous about meeting a man you don’t know,” he guessed.

“Yes.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“I’m a painter.” She hesitated. “And I wanted to do a series on the more shocking aspects of New Orleans nightlife.”

“Sounds interesting.” Very interesting.

“I’ve been told there are facets of the city that most tourists don’t get to experience. And I’ve also been told that trying to find them on my own might be dangerous.”

“That’s true.”

“Would you be willing to be my guide?”

“That depends. We should get acquainted first.”

“Yes. But it’s best if we meet in a public place.”

Since the suggestion was wise for both of them, he agreed immediately. “How about the old Jax Brewery building? It’s been turned into a shopping mall. There’s a bar called Ernie’s on the top floor.”

“The building down by the river?”

“Yes.”

“How will I know you?” she asked.

“I’m five-ten. One hundred and forty-five pounds. I have dark hair. Dark eyes. I’ll wear a T-shirt that says ‘Let the good times roll.’”

“All right.”

“And how will I know you?”

“By my flaming red hair. And my look of uncertainty.”

“Fair enough. Will ten o’clock work for you?”

“Yes.”

Over the years, Jules had learned to adapt to his environment. He spent much of the time between the phone call and their meeting looking up Taylor Lawson on the Internet.

He found that she was a notable artist whose paintings hung in many small galleries on the West Coast.

She’d started selling in her early twenties, ten years ago, and had worked her way up to the rank of respected artist. Her style was representational, with a touch of the hauntingly romantic. Her use of colors was adventurous.

Her publicity photo was just as tantalizing as her work. She stared boldly out at the camera, her red hair a wreath around her head and her green eyes direct and challenging.

Would she be as striking in person? Eager to find out, he arrived at the rooftop bar early, ordered a beer and poured a lot of it into an empty glass that someone had left behind. Then he settled down to wait.

When a striking redhead walked in, he was lounging comfortably at a table near the door. She’d dressed casually, in dark slacks and an emerald green knit top.

As she stood looking around the room, he gave her a little wave.

With a slightly hesitant smile on her face, she crossed to him.

“Taylor?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Jules.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said in that low sexy voice that he liked as much in person as over the phone.

They shook, and he also liked the firm strength of her hand. His own hand was large and warm. One thing he’d been amused about in his reading was the notion that a vampire had to be cold. In reality, he had control of his temperature, just the way he had control over a partner’s mind when he was drawing blood. And since he walked through the world of men, he kept his own body at a steady ninety-eight-point-six.

He was aware of her tantalizing woman’s scent drifting toward him. And of the way she licked her lips with an endearingly nervous gesture.

He cleared his throat. “What can I get you?”

“Chardonnay.”

He ordered from the bartender, then ushered her outside onto the cement deck overlooking the river, just as a tourist paddle wheel boat went by. In the warm night, there were few people outside, and it wasn’t difficult to find a corner table.

He crossed his legs at the ankles and stretched them out beside the table, trying to look a lot more casual than he felt. He’d rarely been more attracted to a woman. And he wanted to get to know her better. “So what really brings you to the city?”

She hesitated for a moment before saying, “I needed to get away from a man who wanted to continue a relationship with me—when we both knew it was over.”

“That’s a pretty direct answer.”

“I know. But I hate evasions, and I wanted us to start out on the right foot.”

Evasions? Like the guy sitting across from you is a vampire?

He lifted the bottle and covered the opening with his tongue, just letting the beer wet his lips, thinking that if he were totally frank with her, she’d run screaming from the premises.

“I checked out some of your work,” he said instead.

“How? I presume you didn’t make a quick trip to San Francisco or Monterey?”

“Google.”

She laughed. “It’s hard to keep secrets these days.”

“Some people manage it,” he answered. “I like your technique and your subject matter.”

“In which paintings?” she challenged.

“All of them. You started off experimenting with forms and colors. And you’ve matured as an artist.”

“I’ve gotten stale,” she answered quickly, her slender fingers clenching the stem of the wineglass. Scraping back her chair, she crossed to the railing and stood staring out at the dark river.

He followed her. “Why do you think so?”

“I need a change of scenery and some new subject matter.”

“In the nightclubs of Sin City?”

She raised her chin. “If you put it that way, yes. New experiences often spark my creativity.”

He was thinking of a new experience he could give her when she asked, “Can you tell me a little bit about yourself?”

“Like what?”

“You have a British accent. Were you born there?”

“Yes. But I was lucky enough to get away from that cold climate.”

“So the sun attracted you to New Orleans?”

“The heat, actually.” He tipped his head to one side, watching her. “If we’re going slumming, I need to know we’re completely comfortable with each other.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, the fine edge of nerves audible in her voice.

He knew from her work that she was an assertive woman who had artistic talent, training, and bold ideas about her own work. But now he sensed the vulnerability that she strove to keep hidden.

He lifted the glass from her hand and set it on the table before turning back to her.

Clasping her hand with his, he led her around a corner, to a small extension of the balcony where they were alone in the humid night with only the sounds and smells of the city drifting up toward them.

It could begin and end here, he thought with a mixture of dread and anticipation. But he’d decided that if this wasn’t going to work out the way he wanted, then ending it immediately was best.

Silently, he pulled her close, swamped by so many sensations at once that his brain went from anticipation to overcharged in the space of a heartbeat. He could feel the shape of her slender body. The pressure of her high breasts against his chest. The brush of her red curls on his cheek.

And he was captured by that sweet woman’s scent that had tantalized him from the first moment she’d walked into the bar.

She stood quietly in his arms, as though debating whether to take the next step.

He held his breath, and slowly, slowly she raised her face, meeting his questioning gaze.

There was only a brief moment of eye contact—but enough for a silent question and answer. With her permission, he lowered his lips to hers.

He had wanted to know if they would be good together. Good was hardly the right word.

The touch of their lips was like lightning crackling through the night sky in some dark, primeval forest. From the small sound she made, he knew she felt it, too.

The lightning ignited a fire in his belly, the flames flaring white-hot.

It had been two years since he had kissed a woman on the lips. And he knew he had been saving the pleasure for this one. She tasted better than anything he could remember in his life and beyond. Better than fine wine or pure spring water or even blood.

He gathered her in, pressing her breasts against his chest, holding her to his body, swaying slightly as though he had suddenly become unsteady on his feet. He sipped at her lips, nipped with his teeth, then traced a sensuous path with his tongue.

When he’d taken her in his arms, he had thought he was merely testing their compatibility. But now his mind had spun out of control. He wanted her. This instant. He needed to sink his teeth into her tender flesh and draw some of her essence into himself.

It took all the self-control he possessed to break the kiss and lift his head. As he looked down on her with his keen night vision, he could see the unfocused confusion in her eyes.

Lord, what was he doing? Planning to ravage her out here on this balcony overlooking the river? They had some privacy, but not enough for him to do what he wanted with her.

He ached to take her back to his house where they could be alone. Although she had wanted to meet him in a public place, he knew he could change her mind about that now. But he wasn’t going to force her. More than her submission to him, he craved her consent. And he knew that waiting for their ultimate joining would make it all the better.

“So, what next?” he asked in a voice that he couldn’t quite hold steady.








Chapter Three



Taylor waited a beat before answering. She had impulsively called up a man she didn’t know. And now some inner voice warned her to run as fast as she could in the other direction. She had met him less than a half-hour ago, and his kiss had left her head spinning.

He’d said he’d looked her up on the Internet. She should have done the same thing. All she knew about him was that he was handsome as sin. He’d beguiled Evelyn Bromley. He had a trace of a British accent. And he had the power to make her forget where she was and why it was a dumb idea to leap into the arms of a stranger.

Yet at the same time, he had left her aching for more. The question was, could she keep her head long enough to make an informed decision?

Maybe it was the expression on his face and the tone of his voice that swayed her. If he’d looked and sounded smug after that kiss, she would have told him the meeting wasn’t working out. But he seemed as overcome by the intimate contact as she. And the look in his dark eyes told her that the answer she gave mattered very much to him.

He hadn’t just been playing with her—testing his powers as a lover. He’d been emotionally involved.

She moistened her dry mouth and said, “We were going to go pub crawling or whatever they call it here.”

“Where would you like to go?”

“I’ve heard of a place called the Venus Club,” she said boldly.

He raised an eyebrow. “It’s not a spot for the timid.”

“I think I have the right escort.”

He nodded, then held out his hand, ushering her toward the door. “Let’s go.”

They took the elevator down to the street level, turned right along the busy sidewalk, past the Café Du Monde, then across Decatur Street to avoid the dark and shadowed bulk of the French Market. They turned up Ursulines, then onto Dauphine, and she couldn’t help feeling a little nervous as they left the crowds and the lights behind.

“Is it safe here?” she whispered, edging closer to Jules. “I mean, we could take a cab.”

“It’s only another block,” he answered.

Her uneasy feeling was confirmed when a man stepped out of a passageway between two houses, a gun in his hand.

The robber hardly had time to demand her purse before Jules turned the tables. In truth, she saw only a blur of motion as he grabbed the assailant by his shirt, spun him around and tossed him back into the passageway, where he landed with a whoosh of breath from his lungs.

She watched, flabbergasted, as Jules kicked the gun away, then waited to see if the man was going to get up. When the robber didn’t stir, he calmly pulled out a cell phone and called 911. As soon as he’d finished giving the location, he took her arm and ushered her down the street again.

“Aren’t we going to wait for the police?” she asked, trying not to sound dazed.

“I don’t want to get involved.”

“But can’t they trace the source of the call?”

“It’s one of those prepaid phones, where you can only call out.”

“Oh,” she managed to say before asking, “How did you do that? I mean lay him out so fast?”

“Martial arts training,” he answered dismissively.

“Oh,” she said again, still dazed.

“Let’s go, before we miss the show.”

“What show?”

“You’ll see.” He led her up the block and around the corner, where he gestured toward a red brick mansion surrounded by an iron fence. The windows were shuttered, but the sound of loud conversation and music drifted toward them.

“Here we are.”

She looked at the building, seeing no sign that said VENUS CLUB. Apparently you had to know what it was.

“A nightclub takes up that whole house?”

“Yes, starting with the bar where people hook up if they don’t have a date.”

“A date! That’s a quaint way to put it.”

A grin flickered on his handsome face. “Well, I’m an old-fashioned kind of guy, so this place shocks my sensibilities.”

“Oh? What can I expect besides the bar?”

His voice was teasing now as he said, “A cornucopia of delights. If you dare.”

She lifted one shoulder. “Of course I dare. How do you know so much about this place if you find it shocking?”

He leaned closer to whisper, “I like to live dangerously.”

The way he said it sent a tingle along her nerve endings. Was he just being theatrical? Or was he giving her some kind of warning?

For a moment she debated hopping into one of the cabs lined up at the corner. But she didn’t want to leave him yet. So she accompanied him up a short flight of marble steps to a classic portico with white Ionic columns, where he spoke in a quiet voice to a man guarding the door. Although the fellow wore a tuxedo, he looked like a pro wrestler. But after some cash had been exchanged, he nodded pleasantly as she and Jules crossed the threshold, stepping out of the humid night into an even more heated atmosphere.

The front hall was dark, and it took several moments for her eyes to adjust. Then she saw the paintings on the walls and blinked. They were all close-ups of intimate body parts—breasts, vulvas, penises, in black and white.

Leaning closer to one, she decided that the brushwork wasn’t particularly well done.

“Not exactly museum quality,” Jules murmured, his lips near her ear.

She laughed, knowing that her case of nerves was bringing out the art critic in her.

“Let’s explore.” Jules took her hand and led her into a room that looked like it could have come out of a sixties movie, complete with a faceted ball spinning on the ceiling, sending floating dots swirling around the room. Couples were slow-dancing, if you could call it that. When she looked more closely, it appeared to be a giant make-out party. Which was kind of sweet, compared to the room across the hall where a porn flick was showing on a big-screen TV.

“Subtle,” she muttered.

“Not my choice either. The more interesting stuff is upstairs,” he said, steering her to the wide staircase. They climbed to another hallway. “At the back of the house, you can watch amateur strippers.”

“No, thanks.”

“Well, the ballet room is probably more your taste.”

She followed him into a large space where couples and a few single guys stood facing the stage.

A man and a woman dressed in street clothing came out and bowed to the audience.

Jules bent so that his lips were close to her ear. “We’re just in time for a performance.”

She didn’t know what they were going to see, but she let him lead her to one side, where they had a good view of the stage.

Jules stood behind her, his hands on her shoulders as the strains of Swan Lake came from hidden speakers.

The dancers began what started as a classic pas de deux. But the performance soon became more sexually explicit. When the man lifted his partner up and twirled her above his head, his palm braced itself squarely against her crotch. And when he put her down, his hands cupped her breasts, then went to the buttons at the front of her blouse, which he began to open while she stroked her hand against the fly of his slacks.

It could have been crude. But it was all done with extreme sensuality that made Taylor’s blood heat.

The male dancer pulled off his partner’s shirt and tossed it away, his hands playing with the cups of her bra, her dark nipples clearly visible through the sheer fabric.

Taylor’s response flamed higher, then higher still as Jules pulled her back against himself. Bending his head, he brushed her hair aside, so his lips could nibble at her cheek and then travel to the tender place where her jawline met her neck.

His whole body seemed to vibrate, and he made what was almost a purring sound in his throat as his mouth traveled to her ear and his tongue probed the sensitive channel while his hands traveled up and down her sides, stroking her hips then gliding upward to skim the sides of her breasts.

Her nipples were instantly taut, and she leaned her head back as she arched into the caress.

On the stage, the woman was skinning the man’s trousers down his muscular legs. Then he pulled her close, unfastened her bra and tossed it out of the way. She was stripped to her panties now. And he wore only a white dress shirt unbuttoned all the way down the front.

Taylor’s gaze remained on the explicit scene, but the show was only a minor part of what she was experiencing now.

Every muscle in her body tightened as Jules’s fingers slid inward, inching toward her nipples. But he never quite touched them before he pulled his hands back.

A small sound of protest escaped from her lips.

Onstage, the man pressed on the woman’s shoulders so that she went down on her knees in front of him. He sank his fingers into her hair, guiding her face against his crotch.

The edge of his open shirt hid his cock and her face from view, so that it was impossible to tell whether she had really taken him into her mouth. But it seemed that way from the reaction of her partner who threw his head back, his face contorted with pleasure.

Taylor had never seen such an explicit show. Not live and onstage. It might have shocked her if she hadn’t been captivated by the sensual currents that Jules awakened in her body with his hands and lips.

He nipped at the side of her neck, pressing his teeth to her pulsing artery as his hands inched downward, stroking over her belly, then her thighs. Again he teased her, trailing his fingers inward, almost touching her throbbing center before moving outward again, leaving her panting for more.

Her neck arched, giving him better access, and his mouth did hot, sexy things to her flesh. In some part of her mind, she was thinking he was a magician who had learned just the right tricks to bring her under his spell.

A sensual fog wafted through her brain. When his finger traced along her lips, she opened to his touch, moving her head restlessly as his hand dipped inside, stroking over sensitive tissue and then along the serrated line of her teeth.

He was swamping her senses. But she had never been a passive lover. With a small sound, she went from submissive to aggressive—trapping his finger between her teeth, nibbling on him, playing with the skin, elated when she heard his breath catch.








Chapter Four



Some time later, Taylor heard people stirring around them. Somewhere along the line she had forgotten where she was and had closed her eyes against the distraction on the lighted stage. Her eyes flew open now, and she saw that the dancers had left the room. She had missed the end of their performance, whatever it had been.

But she had been too wrapped up with Jules to care.

“Do you want to explore some more? Shall we try another club?” he asked.

She wanted to stay with him. She wanted to take him to her house where they could be alone. But some small part of her mind was still warning her that she had just met him.

“Another club,” she said, her voice sounding high and a little breathy.

“My pleasure,” he murmured, leading her downstairs. This time they got into one of the cabs outside.

“Where are we going?”

“The Warehouse District. To another very eclectic private establishment.”

Minutes later, they were getting out in front of what looked like an old factory building. Only some clever person had renamed it THE DEN OF INIQUITY.

This time she insisted on paying the admission fee, then followed Jules into a space where an elaborate crystal chandelier hung on a thick chain from a high ceiling.

To the right was a room where the designers had gone for an industrial look. Guys sat at metal tables and chairs watching girls twist sensuously around chrome poles or dance inside mesh cages.

“Not my taste,” Taylor murmured.

“I think you’ll like the garden better.”

“Okay.”

Jules led her toward the back of the building, where they passed through an arched doorway into what looked like an alfresco setting. But she could tell it was actually a large room, laid out like a romantic garden, with the scent of flowers in the air and pathways wandering through the greenery.

He stopped at a bar and bought two glasses of champagne from a dainty little hostess wearing a low-cut white tunic, then led Taylor down one of the brick paths. As they turned a corner into a walkway lined with violet and orange bougainvillea, he was grinning.

“What’s so funny? Are you going to let me in on the joke?”

“Soon.”

They strolled down the path, taking small sips of champagne, then turned another corner and came to a small bower displaying a Greek sculpture. On the pedestal were a naked man and a woman, entwined in a very intimate pose. He was sitting, and she straddled his lap so that their genitals were pressed together while his hands covered her breasts.

Taylor stared at the tableau, then made a small sound when she realized that they weren’t statues at all. They were living people whose skin had been dusted with white powder to make them look like they had been carved from stone.

“How interesting,” she murmured, a little embarrassed and yet turned on.

“Just like the people playing statue on the street down by Jackson Square,” Jules answered with a note of amusement in his voice.

“Not quite!”

“Let’s see what other surprises are hidden among the greenery.”

He knit his hand with hers, and they soon came to another display area. This time a woman sat on a chair-height Doric column in a very erotic pose. One of her hands was on her breast, the other stroking between her legs, and her face was suffused with a look of ecstasy. Taylor wondered how anyone could hold that pose, until she realized the figure truly was carved out of marble.

“So the trick is to figure out which are real and which are stone,” she murmured.

“Or just enjoy the cultural experience,” he said.

She laughed, and he grinned back as they came to a section of the room where the bowers were walled off with trellises and covered by roofs, making them into small summer houses. Inside, she glimpsed couples reclining on wide couches.

“Do you want to be more private?” he asked.

“Yes. But not here,” she said.

He arched an eyebrow.

“I wanted to meet you in public. But I’m wondering if you’d show me your house now.”

“You mean, you’ve decided I’m not going to…do anything you wouldn’t approve of?”

Her mouth was dry, but she managed to answer, “I’m finding this place a distraction. And I’d rather not be distracted.”

He considered her words, finally giving a little nod. They put down their drinks on a small table before leaving the garden and heading for the front door, where he quickly found another cab. Inside, he leaned forward to give the driver an address, then settled beside her, pulling her close.

“Why do you want to come to my house?” he asked.

“To know you better.”

He stroked her shoulder, then trailed his hand down her arm, setting up a buzz in her head. This man was sexier than any show a club could put on.

They got out at a town house in the French Quarter. Stepping under a wrought-iron balcony, he unlocked a carved wooden door. As they stepped into a wide front hall, he turned on a sparkling crystal chandelier.

In the soft light, she looked around with pleasure.

A fine Oriental rug lay on the marble floor. Tall brass candlesticks adorned a French sideboard, and a suit of armor stood in one corner. Wandering farther into the house, she saw Victorian sofas and chairs, beautifully carved cabinet pieces and an exquisite Chippendale dining set. It was an eclectic mix, beautifully arranged.

“This is charming. You love antiques,” she murmured.

“Yes. I like keeping in touch with the past. I hate the mass-produced furnishings you see today.”

“Your decorator must have loved working with you.”

“I did the house myself.”

Her eyes widened. “Speaking as an artist, I’d say you have an extraordinary eye.”

“I had the time to study the subject and indulge my tastes.”

He led her into a small conservatory with wicker furniture and orange trees perfuming the air.

Moving to the side of the room, he slid aside a panel and shuffled through a rack of CDs. When he’d loaded the player, slow dance music came from hidden speakers. After dimming the lighting, he held out his arms to her.

She was usually cautious about new relationships. But she had impulsively asked him to take her to his house. Now she felt a spurt of nerves as she let him gather her against him.

The moment they touched, she was instantly as aroused as she had been in the first club.

Jules nibbled at her ear. To her shock, his next words mirrored her thoughts. “I’m thinking it was a mistake to bring you home.”

“Why?” she managed.

“Because we could make love right here.” He moved his hand between them, cupping her breast, teasing her pebble-hard nipple. “We both want to.”

“Yes,” she admitted. Why deny the obvious?

“But we won’t. Not tonight.”

“Why not?” she asked, half disappointed and half relieved.

“I’m not going to rush you into anything. I want you to be sure before we go any further.” He gathered her close again, swaying with her, gliding her body against his, and she found it hard to breathe. When he wrapped her in a tight embrace, it was like being folded into a cloak of sensuality as they danced together in the plant-filled room. While his hands moved over her back, his mouth made small forays over the side of her face, her ear.

When he spoke, his voice was gravelly. “I find it very hard to resist you.”

She could have said the same thing about him, but he must know what she was feeling from the way she clung to him.

When he moved her upper body away from his, she made a small sound of protest. He gazed at her with heavy-lidded eyes as he pulled up her knit top, then tugged her bra up and out of the way so that her breasts were bared.

Lowering his head, he stroked his cheeks against her, the stubble of his beard abrading her sensitive flesh.

She moaned as he took one nipple into his mouth, delicately worrying it with his teeth before sucking strongly. When he took its mate between his thumb and finger, pulling and twisting, she moaned again.

Some part of her was standing back, watching in amazement at what she was doing with a man she barely knew.

“If I asked you to stop, would you?” she managed.

He lifted his head and looked into her eyes. “Of course. You are in complete control of this situation.”

“I don’t think so. I think you’re too good at what you’re doing now.”

He laughed softly. “What am I doing?”

“Arousing me beyond the point of no return.”

“Am I?”

His hand slid down her body, pressing against her clit, while he lowered his head again and began to suckle on her once more. Helpless to hold back her reaction, she moved frantically against his hand, feeling as if he was anchoring her to the earth and at the same time sending her into the stratosphere.

He built her need, carrying her up and up until orgasm took her. Her whole body shook with the force of her pleasure. And when she called out something incoherent, he covered her mouth with his, swallowing the sound. She had lost the ability to stand on her own, and he gathered her into his arms. Sitting down on a wicker sofa in a nest of pillows, he pulled her clothing back into place, then held her against him, stroking her hair and shoulders and softly kissing the side of her face.

She kept her head against his chest for several moments, embarrassed. She had never behaved quite so wantonly on a first date. Well, not exactly a date.

And there was something more. She had never been a selfish lover.

That thought made her raise her head. “What about you?” she murmured.

“I’m fine.”

“You weren’t exactly a disinterested participant—and you didn’t come, did you?” she asked.

His voice was firm. “No. But I told you we weren’t going to make love tonight.”

“Then why did you bring me to climax?” she pressed.

“I couldn’t resist the temptation. But I think I should take you home.”

She knew he was right, because if she stayed any longer, she was going to end up naked in his bed.

He pulled a sleek, low-slung Jaguar out of the garage attached to the house, then asked for her address.

“Will you come in?” she murmured, when he pulled up in front of her door.

“Tomorrow night.”

“Are you going to leave without kissing me?” she asked, hearing the wistful sound of her voice.

He gave her a small grin. “We both know that if I do, I’ll come inside and ravish you. So I’ll come back at nine, tomorrow.”

“You’re going to make me wait that long?”

“I’m giving you time to think about us. If you change your mind about seeing me again, leave me a message. I won’t be available during the day.”

Then he was gone, leaving her with a breathless feeling of anticipation.
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