






WINE COUNTRY COURIER
Community Buzz
A Frenchman roams the vines at Ashton Estate Winery. He takes notes. He seduces the owner’s niece….
No, it is not a plot to sabotage the Ashton Estate Winery. Nor is it the premise of a made-for-TV movie. It is Ashton Estate Winery’s real-life attempt to improve their already popular wines—well, except for the part about seducing Spencer Ashton’s niece!
Alexandre Dupree, a successful winemaker from France, has been consulting at Ashton Estate for several weeks. This, one can only assume, is to counteract the growing popularity of their rival winery, Louret Vineyards.
However, seducing Charlotte Ashton, Ashton Estate’s florist, seems to be a strictly extracurricular activity. But we wonder, would Uncle Spencer approve? Or is he ruthless enough to use his own niece as the means to his own ends?





Dear Reader,
This May, Silhouette Desire’s sensational lineup starts with Nalini Singh’s Awaken the Senses. This DYNASTIES: THE ASHTONS title is a tale of sexual awakening starring one seductive Frenchman. (Can you say ooh-la-la?) Also for your enjoyment this month is the launch of Maureen Child’s trilogy. The THREE-WAY WAGER series focuses on the Reilly brothers, triplets who bet each other they can stay celibate for ninety days. But wait until brother number one is reunited with The Tempting Mrs. Reilly.
Susan Crosby’s BEHIND CLOSED DOORS series continues with Heart of the Raven, a gothic-toned story of a man whose self-imposed seclusion has cut him off from love…until a sultry woman, and a beautiful baby, open up his heart. Brenda Jackson is back this month with a new Westmoreland story, in Jared’s Counterfeit Fiancée, the tale of a fake engagement that leads to real passion. Don’t miss Cathleen Galitz’s Only Skin Deep, a delightful transformation story in which a shy girl finally falls into bed with the man she’s always dreamed about. And rounding out the month is Bedroom Secrets by Michelle Celmer, featuring a hero to die for.
Thanks for choosing Silhouette Desire, where we strive to bring you the best in smart, sensual romances. And in the months to come look for a new installment of our TEXAS CATTLEMAN’S CLUB continuity and a brand-new TANNERS OF TEXAS title from the incomparable Peggy Moreland.
Happy reading!
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Melissa Jeglinski
Senior Editor
Silhouette Books


AWAKEN THE SENSES
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Prologue
Thirty-One Years Ago

“We need to talk.”
Spencer looked up from the papers on his desk as Lilah walked into his office. Irritated by the interruption, he frowned. Normally, that would’ve shut her up.
She continued to speak. “If you don’t divorce Caroline, I’m going to leave you.” Her voice shook, but in her eyes he glimpsed determination that felt dangerously close to a threat.
Anger blazed inside him, dark and far more violent than anything Lilah could summon. It took no effort to rise and move around the desk until his body was almost touching the reed-thin redhead who’d had the audacity to give him an ultimatum.
Her blue eyes widened. Tall as she was, Lilah had no trouble meeting his gaze. He wondered what she saw there that gave her the courage to straighten her spine. If she’d understood the depth of his fury, the silly chit would’ve been cowering in fear.
“You’re beautiful, Lilah.” He saw her pride awaken and almost laughed at how easy it was to manipulate her. “But the second you walk out that door—” he thrust in the verbal knife and twisted “—ten nubile young things will be standing there begging for my attention.”
He enjoyed Lilah, enjoyed her body and her face, enjoyed the way she gave in to all of his wishes. Completely under his spell, she would do anything he asked. Now, he watched her swallow and savored the sight of her already shaky confidence seeping out of her.
“I mean it, I want you to leave Caroline.” Though that husky, little-girl voice shook, her blue eyes sparked with possessiveness. “You’ve been with her for six years—it’s my turn now.”
The sexual attraction he felt for her flared at this display of just how much she wanted him, but coldly, clinically, he squelched it. “And if I don’t?” His voice had gone quiet. A warning.
Her slender shoulders squared. “Then I’m going to find another man. You can hire yourself a new…secretary.” The last word was a taunt.
Nobody walked away from Spencer Ashton. Nobody. Certainly not a female whom he’d bedded and had yet to tire of. Reaching out with one hand, he grasped her hair and pulled her body hard against his, not caring if he hurt her. When he tugged her head back, her eyes met his, fear dawning in the blue.
Tightening his grasp, he leaned in very close and whispered, “What did you say?”
She whimpered as he pulled her head even further back. “I’m s-sorry, Spencer. I d-didn’t mean it.”
The panic in her eyes acted as an aphrodisiac. He was suddenly very sure that he was going to have Lilah Jensen spread out under him within a few minutes. “Good.” He ran his finger down her throat. “What was that about leaving me if I didn’t leave Caroline?” Her skin was soft under his spreading hand, her neck fragile.
“I—I’m s-sorry,” she said again. “I’ll make it up to you.” Tentatively, her hands touched his chest, beginning to undo buttons. “It’s just that I want you s-so much.”
He smiled, aware that she really did want him that much. She was a beautiful thing, he acknowledged. And very accommodating in bed. He might end up marrying her after he got rid of Caroline, but that was for him to decide. Lilah had to learn her place here and now, before he gave her anything, much less the right to bear his name.
“I’ll do anything you want, Spencer.” Lilah’s blue gaze was a little less afraid, a little more sexually enticing.
He found the combination seductive, but despite her charms, he wanted her to be very, very aware that this had been her last chance. Keeping one hand clenched in her hair, while the other moved to rest over her breast, he whispered, “A lot of people have tried to threaten me over the years.” He kept his voice casual, thrillingly aware of the power he held over this woman.
Her lips parted as she tried to speak. He squeezed her throat slightly. She shut up.
“Not a single one has succeeded in turning threat into reality. Not a single one.” He smiled gently and leaned down to kiss her parted lips. “Do we understand each other?”
Lilah nodded, not attempting to speak. He liked her total consent to his will, liked that she’d finally acknowledged and accepted the place she occupied in his life. To him, she was property. He owned her like he owned his car and his home.
Lust awakened inside him, fed by the fuel of her fear and perhaps even by the way she wanted him. Pressing her closer, he said, “Now…why don’t you show me how sorry you are.”


One

Alexandre wondered if he’d made a mistake in accepting Trace Ashton’s invitation to stay at the estate. It had seemed like the convenient option, given that he’d be spending large amounts of time at the Ashton Estate Winery in the coming weeks.
His arrival last night had been unremarkable. The elegant Lilah Jensen Ashton had welcomed him to her showcase of a home and ensured that he was comfortable. Spencer Ashton hadn’t made an appearance, but having met the man previously, Alexandre hadn’t been the least disappointed. The Ashton patriarch was an arrogant bastard who Alexandre didn’t particularly care for. Of course, he thought with cynical amusement, some would apply the same label to him.
He stalked through rows of vines bathed in the early morning sunshine, still dewed with the light rain that had fallen earlier. The soil was a rich brown, the entire vineyard full of life. Fresh green leaves covered the ropey vines and flowering was well in progress. He paused for a second to examine some of the flowers, judging that fruit set would begin soon. But the thought didn’t distract him for long, his mind still on his living arrangements.
Though he was an early riser, this morning his slumber had been interrupted by loud voices in the second floor hallway. Soon after he’d come fully awake, a door had slammed and shut out the altercation, but what he’d heard had been enough to tell him that Lilah and Spencer’s marriage wasn’t exactly on solid ground.
The fact that just before he’d left for this walk he’d seen Spencer drive off at a furious speed, had only cemented his conclusion. That realization didn’t particularly throw him off his stride. He’d seen far worse society marriages. But, if this morning had been any indication, it was highly likely that the atmosphere in the house was going to be uncomfortable during his stay.
His other concern was that he might inadvertently become privy to family matters when he had no desire to get caught up in the turmoil surrounding the Ashtons. He was here to advise Trace on the estate’s winemaking processes—nothing more. Frowning, he knelt down between the vines, testing the soil with his fingertips. The gesture was instinctive, barely impinging on his thoughts.
As a stranger, he didn’t understand all the emotional undercurrents running through the house, but he could make an educated guess given the scandal that had erupted last month relating to Spencer’s first marriage.
Alexandre was a winemaker, not a socialite, but it had proved impossible to avoid hearing that bit of news. His maman thought it her business to keep him informed of his business rivals’ and friends’ weaknesses. He smiled at the thought of the woman who’d been the only constant in his life, such as she was, flaws and all.
A strange sound, followed by sudden movement to his left, caught his attention, shifting his thoughts away from his troubled hosts. Irritated at the prospect of having his solitude disturbed, he paused in the act of rising to his feet, wondering who else was awake at this hour. Seeking privacy, he’d deliberately walked away from the main house and the likelihood of company.
“Why are you making that funny noise?” a soft female voice asked. “I gave you a full checkup yesterday!”
Eyebrows raised, Alexandre stood and stepped out of the vines into a narrow abutting lane that he hadn’t noticed earlier. The cause of the disturbance was immediately visible. Delight replaced his earlier irritation. Now, this wakeup call was far more to his liking.
She was petite, he thought—her body small but with no lack of curves. One of those lush curves was currently outlined beautifully by well-worn denim as she knelt on the ground and peered at the front wheel of her bicycle. Long, arrow-straight black hair shifted like thick silk as she moved, brushing her bottom again and again.
Interest sparked low and deep in his gut, a sharp hunger that was at odds with the jaded boredom that had crept up on him over the past year. “Do you need assistance, mon amie?”
Charlotte spun around so fast, she almost toppled her bike. Not having expected anyone else to be up and about, she was startled to find herself looking up into the most gorgeous male face she’d ever seen.
An amused light in his dark eyes, the stranger held out a long-fingered hand. “My apologies. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
Swallowing, she let him help her to her feet. His hand was strong, his fingers curling around her own until she felt engulfed…owned. Heat sizzled up her spine and burned through her cheeks. She tugged her hand away the moment she was up, unable to cope with the explosive fire shooting through her body.
“We haven’t been introduced,” he said, his voice accented in a way that was so very deliciously French, her knees threatened to give out. “I’m Alexandre Dupree.”
Alexandre. It suited him. A strong, masculine name for a man who was just that.
“Char—Charlotte,” she managed to say around the lump of fascination stuck in her throat.
“Charlotte,” he repeated, and on his lips, her ordinary name was suddenly exotic. “And what are you doing here so very early, petite Charlotte? You work on the estate, oui?”
Perhaps she should’ve been insulted that he thought her a worker, rather than a member of the privileged Ashton family, but then she’d never wanted to be a member of that family. “No.” She hadn’t ever met a man like him, one who exuded sexuality like other men breathed. It made rational thought difficult.
“No?” His full lips curved into a coaxing smile that was just this side of sinful. “You wish to be a mystery?”
“What about you?” she blurted out, the compulsion to know more about him overcoming her nervous shyness.
Who was this man who’d smiled at her and in a single moment succeeded in shaking all her beliefs about her own ability to experience passion and desire? She could feel her body sparking with life, embers of something hot and sensual glowing deep inside her. It was as if she’d been waiting for this man since the day she’d become a woman. Was it any wonder no one else had ever measured up?
His eyes, dark as the bitterest chocolate, lingered on her lips and she wanted to ask him to stop, but the words wouldn’t come. It felt like he was kissing her with nothing more than a look, making her feel things that should be illegal this early in the morning.
“I am working with Trace Ashton.”
A winemaker, she thought, well aware of Trace’s ambition to produce award-winning Ashton Estate vintages. Yet, Alexandre didn’t appear to be anyone’s idea of an employee. Though he was dressed casually in black slacks and an open-necked white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, she could tell that the clothing was of the finest quality, as was the steel watch strapped to his wrist.
“Where do you go, ma chérie?” He looked down the pathway, where it curved through the vines. “Would you like some company on your journey?”
Her eyes widened. “N-no,” she stuttered, flustered by the charm of his smile, the sinful beauty of his eyes. “I—I have to go. I’m late.” Straddling her bike, she pushed off the kickstand and began to pedal away.
Crackle, clunk, crackle.
Her face flushed as the noise sounded, a reminder of why she’d stopped in the first place. Halting, she was about to get off when she became aware that Alexandre had moved in close.
“Stay, Charlotte. I can see the problem.” Leaning down, he twisted the back reflector, his strong fingers making quick work of the task. “It had shifted so it rubbed against the spokes of the wheel,” he explained when he saw her peering over her shoulder.
Another blush heated her cheeks. She knew that even her darker skin tone wouldn’t have hidden that appallingly vivid indication of her complete inability to deal with him. “Thank you.”
“You are welcome. Bon voyage.” The teasing smile accompanying his words made her want to bite her lip. Or maybe she wanted to bite his…
Taking a ragged breath, she started pedaling, aware of his gaze on her back until she turned the corner. Only then did she exhale and allow herself to think back over the knee-trembling encounter.
Had he been flirting with her?
A second later, she shook her head at that silly idea. Men as deliciously sexy as Alexandre Dupree didn’t flirt with shy gardeners like her. But for the first time in forever, Charlotte found herself wishing that a charming, sophisticated and way-out-of-her-league male had indeed been flirting with her.
 
Alexandre couldn’t stop thinking about his early-morning encounter as he went through the day. A bit of subtle investigation on his part had revealed two surprising bits of information. His shy beauty was an Ashton—Charlotte Ashton to be precise.
Her connection to the troubled Ashtons should’ve made him wary, but he was intrigued instead. The woman he’d met had been easily flustered and uneasy in his presence, yet she was a member of this privileged family.
Not only that, she operated the successful greenhouse located on the Ashton Estate. It was Trace who inadvertently gave him that information while showing him a map of the estate.
“This is Charlotte’s greenhouse.” Trace tapped at the outline of a building located about two miles east of the estate house. “That’s the cottage and her design studio’s here.”
“A greenhouse?” Alexandre tried to keep his tone casual. “What is it for?”
“Charlotte does all the floral arrangements for events held on the estate. That greenhouse is her baby.” The usually reserved Trace smiled. “You should go have a look—I’m sure she wouldn’t mind giving you a tour.”
“How do I get to Charlotte’s greenhouse?” he asked, savoring the taste of her name on his lips.
“Take one of the golf carts—the path’s easy to navigate.” Charlotte obviously preferred to ride her misbehaving bicycle. Alexandre smiled inwardly at the idea of tracking her to her territory. Perhaps surrounded by her flowers, she’d be more relaxed with him…more willing to entertain the ideas uncurling in the most male part of his psyche.
 
Work commitments meant that he didn’t get a chance to seek out Charlotte until well after lunch. Around three o’clock, he commandeered a golf cart and headed east. Once he got closer, the greenhouse was easy to find, rising clearly above the vines.
He parked in front of the first building, a stone cottage surrounded by gardens full of wildflowers. Reminiscent of something out of a fairy tale, it perfectly fit the woman whom he’d surprised this morning. Small, a little fey and ultimately enchanting.
Just behind the cottage sat the greenhouse, with another building set close up against its right side. The sign on the smaller building proclaimed it to be Ashton Estate Botanicals, clearly the design studio Trace had pointed out.
Expecting Charlotte to be working in the greenhouse, he walked that way. His whole body sighed as he entered and saw her. Dressed in faded jeans that faithfully caressed every feminine curve and a short-sleeved pink shirt, she looked as fresh as the flowers blooming around her. The silky waterfall of her hair was plaited in one long rope, the end brushing across her bottom as she moved back and forth.
Her back was to him as she worked at the heavy wooden workbench set up in the middle of the greenhouse. It looked like she was repotting. She liked working surrounded by the flowers she nurtured, he thought to himself.
Suddenly, though he hadn’t made a sound, she whirled around, a small trowel held aggressively in her gloved hand. Her big eyes appeared to get even bigger as she saw him. “What are you doing here?”
“I came to find my mysterious little fleur.” He eyed the trowel she still held pointed to his heart.
Blushing, she put it on the bench behind her. “Why?”
“Are you always so direct?” He prowled closer, liking the look of her even more than he had earlier today. She was certainly small, but she was most perfectly a woman. In the past, he’d tended to go for long-limbed beauties. Looking at Charlotte, he couldn’t understand why. “It’s very warm in here. You do not mind?”
“It’s to help the flowers grow out of season.” She watched him as he approached, as wary as a wild deer. “I like the heat.”
His eye fell on a small blue notebook on her bench. “What do you write in there?” he asked curiously.
He could’ve sworn panic turned her eyes black. “It’s my g-gardening journal.”
Obviously, he’d misread her reaction. “It smells like sunshine and growth in here,” he murmured, slowing his pace but not changing direction.
“What do you want?” she repeated, pressing back against the bench as if she wanted to blend into it.
“You don’t like me, ma petite?” He wondered if for once, his sense about women had let him down. He’d never been one to push where he wasn’t wanted, and certainly not with women. They were to be indulged, cosseted and coaxed, not forced. To his shock, he realized that if this woman didn’t want him, he’d have a very hard time walking away.
Her gold-dust skin suffused with pink. “I didn’t say that.”
Scenting victory, he prowled closer, lifting a finger to touch one warm cheek. “Non?”
“I…” She stepped sideways, breaking contact. “Please, this is my space.”
“And you wish me to leave.” Though not a man who gave up easily, he had no wish to cause her any hurt.
Perhaps, he acknowledged, she’d seen the truth he’d been avoiding since the first moment she’d stared at him with those big brown eyes—at thirty-four he was far too old and jaded for her. This woman was as fresh and beautiful as the blooms she tended, and he’d lost his innocence a long, long time ago.
Fighting the urge to touch her again, he sketched a half-bow. “Then I’ll go. I apologize for disturbing you.” He turned and took the first steps to the door, feeling an unaccountable sense of loss.
“Wait!”
Pausing, he looked over his shoulder. Charlotte closed the gap between them and without meeting his gaze, held out a fragile white blossom. “Put this in your room. It’ll make it smell like sunshine and…growth.”
Startled at the gift and her recall of his words, he took the flower. “Merci, Charlotte. I don’t believe anyone has ever given me flowers before.” Lifting the bloom to his nose, he breathed in the fragrance.
Her lips curved in a tentative smile. “You’re welcome.”
And suddenly, he knew he was. All his confidence returned twofold. So, little Charlotte Ashton wasn’t averse to him. She just wasn’t comfortable in his presence. Alexandre couldn’t understand why. She was a lovely, beautiful flower, as exotic as the orchids she grew in this glass garden. Beautiful women had always liked Alexandre, for they knew he was a man who appreciated them.
In truth, most women liked him because he genuinely liked them, respecting the steel spines beneath many of their fragile fronts. Charlotte, he thought, probably had a spine steelier than any of them. It took determination and hard work to nurture life and her greenhouse was bursting at the seams with it. Even more, it must’ve taken strength to follow a different path in this family dedicated to wine and business. His maman would like her.
“Tell me about your greenhouse,” he coaxed.
Her cheeks bloomed with color but on that topic at least, she was willing to talk. “I grow lots of things in here, from daisies to ferns.”
“I can see gardens behind your bench,” he said, truly intrigued. “How can you grow things in the ground inside a greenhouse?”
Her eyes brightened. “The earth in that part is exposed. Small pebbles on the floor facilitate drainage.”
“Show me,” he said softly, seduced by the confidence in her eyes.
After the tiniest hesitation, she turned and walked back through the rows of high tables set with trays overflowing with blooms. He followed, keeping enough distance that she didn’t feel crowded. As they walked, he had to duck a few times to avoid the greenery growing downward from the considerable number of hanging baskets.
After they circled her workbench, Charlotte pointed to the lush green garden on the left. “These are my ferns.” The ferns were overflowing onto a small wooden bench placed next to the garden.
“And over here—” she moved to the opposite side “—are my tropical blooms. Smell this.” Shyness lingered in her eyes but her lips were curved.
Undone, he leaned forward and inhaled the heady fragrance from a creamy white flower, its heart shaded with strokes of sunny yellow. “It makes me want to be on a South Sea beach.”
Her smile of delight tumbled his heart. “It’s Plumeria—frangipani. One whiff and I’m lost in dreams.”
Something fell into place. “That’s the scent you wear.” It had been haunting him since this morning.
Big eyes widened in surprise. “Yes. I order it from the Pacific.”
A sense of intimacy invaded the air. Before it could get heavy and alarm her, he asked, “What else grows here?”
She looked relieved. “Next to the frangipani is a hibiscus I’ve been babying for a year. It’s being stubborn about blooming.”
He chuckled. “Perhaps it is like you, wishing to be mysterious.”
Her lashes drifted down. “I’m just me. Nothing mysterious at all.”
“I disagree.” Encouraged by the light in her eyes, he took a chance. “Today, I must return to my work, but will you have dinner with me tomorrow?”
All her sweet confidence disappeared under a veil of reserve. “I…I’ve got plans. Th—thank you for asking.” She busied herself with pulling off her gloves.
He wanted to reach over and kiss her, melt her resistance with a gentle seduction. “Ah, ma chérie, you break my heart. Perhaps you will reconsider, non? If you change your mind, I’m staying at the estate house.” With those lighthearted words, he headed out of the greenhouse, her gift held gently in his hand.
Now that he knew she didn’t abhor his presence, he had no intention of giving up on his shy blossom. He just wished he knew what to do to win her trust. Given the jaded nature of his own heart, he’d made it a point to stay away from innocents. But, for some reason, he couldn’t stay away from this one with her big brown eyes and blushing cheeks.
He knew she was too soft and young for him, but he also knew that he wasn’t going to walk away. Instead, he was going to break every single one of his rules and seduce her, seduce her so completely that those brown eyes wouldn’t even look at another man ever again.
A frown creased his brow at the commitment implied in that sudden thought. He had no intention of marrying, not when he knew the frailties of the institution so very well, and Charlotte was the marrying kind. A woman made for a lifetime of loving.
His scowl intensified. Why were his thoughts heading in such directions? Seduction and sensory pleasure were all he ever promised a woman. Charlotte’s wariness around him told him that she understood that instinctively. He’d never lie to her about his intentions, but he would have her.
What most women failed to detect beneath his charming front was a determination that made a thunderstorm look weak by comparison. Once set on a course, Alexandre Dupree would not deviate from it unless it suited his purpose. And right now, he was set on sweet little Charlotte Ashton.


Two

Safe inside her greenhouse, Charlotte watched Alexandre get into the stylish golf cart and drive away.
“Oh, my,” she whispered, when he was finally out of sight. The man was lethal. Those dark eyes, that charming smile and especially that way he had of looking at her like he’d like to devour her—they all added up to a combination that spelled danger. Charlotte wasn’t the kind of woman with whom dangerous men played.
Rubbing her hands on her jeans, she swallowed at the thought of actually accepting Alexandre’s dinner invitation. A second later, she discarded the idea. Except for when discussing her beloved plants, the one topic about which she had complete confidence, she could barely speak in his presence. The pressure of a date would undoubtedly leave her tongue-tied.
Pain shot through her at the reminder of her shortcomings. She was probably the only Ashton on the estate who couldn’t hold her own in the kind of sophisticated environment they inhabited. That was why she’d retreated to her flowers. They didn’t expect anything from her but kindness.
She knew she was partly at fault for her social inability. If she’d stayed in the big house, she could’ve learned the necessary skills from Lilah.
Her lips thinned.
Sure, Lilah would’ve loved teaching the niceties of mingling in society to the half-breed brat who’d been foisted on her. The elegant redhead had always quietly hated the fact that she’d been saddled with the responsibility of raising two children of mixed parentage. Being so enamored of Spencer, Charlotte’s brother Walker hadn’t much noticed her subtle antipathy. But Charlotte had needed a woman in her life and Lilah had made sure Charlotte knew she could never expect that woman to be Spencer’s wife.
Shaking her head, she returned to the seedlings she’d been repotting. Perhaps she could ask Jillian for advice, she thought, sinking one gloved hand into a bag of soil. There was a grace about her older cousin that would’ve normally intimidated Charlotte, but Jillian also had such warmth that she’d found herself wanting to tell the slender brunette things she rarely told anyone.
Like her belief that her mother was still alive.
For the past few months, that belief had grown stronger and stronger, until she was almost bursting with the need to share it. Since the secret of Spencer’s first marriage had come out, her belief had turned into a certainty. If the man could lie once, why not twice?
Though she wanted to share her thoughts, she’d barely been able to broach the topic even with Jillian. Confiding the details would require a level of trust that Charlotte couldn’t bring herself to give to anyone.
She shook her head at her own wandering thoughts. “You have to finish the repotting.” Despite the order, her mind kept returning to the topic and she knew why. It was because she’d stalled in her search. Not because she didn’t know how to go forward but because she was afraid.
What she found could change her life forever. Going alone and unsupported into the unknown frightened her. After years of hard work, she’d managed to create a haven on this estate where she’d never felt at home. The thought of losing this feeling of safety to the cruel truth terrified her.
Alexandre Dupree had surely never been afraid, never been a coward like her, she thought, unable to keep her mind from drifting to the charming Frenchman who’d walked into her life and far too quickly begun to fascinate her.
He reminded her of all the things she could never be. The man exuded charisma with every breath, as dangerously beautiful as a stalking leopard. His sensuality alone was powerful enough, but once you added the razor sharp mind hidden behind the charm, he became the most fascinating creature she’d ever met.
She guessed his lazy charm fooled many people into thinking him a playboy. She knew better. After meeting him that morning, she’d logged onto the Internet and done some research. Alexandre Dupree was no playboy. He was one of the most respected winemakers in the world. The only reason she hadn’t heard his name before now was that her plants interested her far more than the vineyards and their produce. That was Trace’s passion.
Not only was he a respected winemaker, Alexandre was a rich one. Filthy rich. The most public of his successful commercial interests was the small winery he owned in France, but she’d also found his name mentioned in relation to several exclusive restaurants. It made sense that a man famed for producing “wines of stunning complexity” should choose to align himself with places that served food fit for his wines.
What made him extraordinary was that instead of hoarding it, he didn’t begrudge others his expertise. Witness his presence here, helping Trace find just the right texture, the right taste, to tempt the most fussy of palates.
If Alexandre’s wealth and skill hadn’t been enough to intimidate her, she’d found several photos of him at high profile events. He’d been photographed at the Cannes Film Festival several times, always accompanied by a leggy, sharply elegant creature in a killer dress. Not only did his women have several inches in height on Charlotte, they had “breeding” stamped on their perfect profiles, elegance oozing out of their perfect pores and grace flowing from their every perfect movement.
Shaking her head at her inability to banish the Frenchman to a corner of her mind, she finished off the final pot and quickly tidied up. When she walked into her cottage to take a shower, the first thing she saw was the picture of Alexandre she’d printed out that morning. Frustrated with her susceptibility to the man, she strode into the shower, hoping the water would wash away her inexplicable fascination.
Fifteen minutes later, she stepped out of the humid glass cube and shrugged into a fluffy white robe. As she stood in front of her bedroom mirror, combing her towel-dried hair, her eyes didn’t see the woman she’d become but the painfully shy girl she’d been.
Unable to adapt fully to life with the Ashtons, she’d withdrawn into herself when Walker had begun to spend more and more time with Spencer. To the girl she’d been, it had felt like her uncle had stolen her brother from her…just like he’d stolen her mother.
The phone rang, startling her into dropping the brush. “Charlotte,” she said, her voice a little husky.
“Ma chérie, what is wrong?”
Every nerve ending in her body went on high alert at that deep male voice. “Nothing.”
A pause. “Have you changed your mind about dinner with me tomorrow?” His words were practical but his tone turned them into a caress…a question from one lover to another.
She knew she should reprimand him for the way he continued to speak to her so familiarly, but she couldn’t find the words. “I…” The temptation to say yes was almost overwhelming, but fear held her back—she didn’t know how to deal with a man like him. Only in her dreams could she be witty and sophisticated enough for him. “No.”
He sighed, as if she’d broken his heart. “Then perhaps I could persuade you into a walk?”
The hunger in her bucked at the reins. “A walk?”
As if sensing victory, his sinful voice became even more hauntingly seductive. “I’ll come to your cottage tomorrow around six and we can take a walk through the vineyard. Say yes, Charlotte.”
Sweat dampened her palms. “I’ll be ready.” She couldn’t believe her own temerity.
“Until tomorrow then. Good night—sleep well.”
As she hung up the phone, Charlotte wondered about the number of women who’d heard the same from him in far more intimate settings. Surely, a man as sensual as Alexandre had no lack of bed partners. Wrenching the brush through her hair, she told herself to stop obsessing.
Unfortunately, she couldn’t control her dreams.
 
Alexandre spent the night alone, as he’d chosen to do for a considerable period of time. Though he had a healthy sexual appetite, simple physical pleasure had ceased to satisfy his needs.
He wanted something more, though if pressed, he wouldn’t have been able to say exactly what it was that was missing from his life. He just knew that despite his sexual frustration, no woman had tempted him to break his self-imposed celibacy.
Until now.
Charlotte Ashton had reawakened the craving, a craving sharper than ever before. He might’ve put the strength of his need down to his long period of abstinence, except that compared to the sensual shimmer between him and Charlotte, all his previous relationships had been mere shadows.
She was…unique, he thought, clasping his hands behind his head as he lay in the guest bedroom allocated to him by his hostess. Apparently, it had once been Walker Ashton’s room. All traces of the other man were now gone. A pity, Alexandre mused. Perhaps he might’ve divined something about Charlotte from her brother.
Both his fascination and frustration with her had been mounting since this morning. For the first time in over a year, he’d seen a woman whom he couldn’t get out of his head and she was as wary as a butterfly, as wide-eyed and innocent as a teenager. He wondered if she were truly as innocent as she appeared. Something low in him tightened in expectation and…possession.
Surprise had him sucking in a sharp breath.
Alexandre had never been a possessive man, had never wanted to be, not after the lessons of his childhood. He knew just how changeable women were, knew that a man couldn’t rely on them, beautiful and lovely though they might be. While he’d appreciated and enjoyed their seductive femininity, he’d always kept a safe emotional distance between himself and his lovers.
Even the single time he’d forgotten that vow in the headlong rush of youthful emotion, part of him had remained separate. His fiancée, Celeste’s defection had hurt him but he’d been far from devastated.
But now, a deeply slumbering part of him was waking and it felt like truth. This possessive tyrant was a part of his psyche that he’d forcibly restrained for a lifetime but it refused to be silenced any longer. The tyrant had sensed Charlotte’s compelling scent and decided she belonged to him. Without compromise.
Smiling into the darkness, Alexandre accepted the possessiveness rushing through him, reveling in the powerful emotion after months of jaded weariness. This unabating hunger was uncharted territory, but he welcomed the dangers which lay ahead.
“Charlotte, ma petite,” he whispered into the heavy darkness. “I shall enjoy our dance.”
 
He spent most of the following day in discussions with James, the head winemaker. To Alexandre’s relief, the other man was in no way threatened by his presence. James knew he was good at what he was employed to do—create popular Ashton wines. Alexandre’s purpose at the estate was entirely different.
They began with an intensive tour of the winery, including the basement cellars. Alexandre was particularly interested in the nature and size of the barrels used to age Ashton vintages, given their affect on the amount of oxygen that reached the maturing wine.
The rest of the time was taken up with an investigation of the fermentation tanks and discussions on technical matters such as sulphurification and cooling. This was necessary background—before he could advise Trace about the future, he had to understand how the winery operated now.
When he finally called it a day, he had barely enough time for a quick shower before heading to Charlotte’s. To his pleasure, she was waiting outside for him, checking things in the outdoor gardens that surrounded her enchanted cottage.
He walked over, taking in the exquisite sight of her in well-worn blue jeans and a short-sleeved white shirt. Detailed with lace and skimming close to her body, the shirt was enticingly feminine. “Bonjour, Charlotte.”
Having seen him arrive, she wasn’t startled, but wariness shadowed her eyes. “Hi.”
“Shall we?” With another woman, he would’ve touched her lower back, or perhaps taken her arm, but with Charlotte, he had a feeling that even such a small advance would be moving too fast.
After a minute hesitation, she began to walk beside him along the lane she used to cycle up to the estate house. There was more than enough daylight left for him to watch his intriguing, mysterious companion.
“You must know much about the vines, having grown up on the estate.” He forced himself to keep his tone conversational and light despite the sensual tension that shivered between them.
Beside him, Charlotte moved her shoulders in a shrug that tried to be careless but was just a little too tense. At the same time, something flickered in her expression and he got the impression that she didn’t like talking about the world she inhabited.
“I don’t know that much.” She looked up to meet his gaze. “It doesn’t really interest me. I’ve picked up bits and pieces over the years.”
“You’re interested only in flowers?” He paused and she did the same, turning to face him.
“Not only. But mostly.” A smile spread across her face. “I will admit that I love the vineyard at this time of year.”
“Why?” He spoke softly, unwilling to trigger her previous wariness when she appeared to be relaxing.
“It’s the fact that they’re coming to life.” Her fingers caressed the edges of a new leaf. Desire spiked—would she stroke her man as sweetly? “Everything’s just beginning and there are so many possibilities in the air.”
He was captivated by the fleeting glimpse of the woman hidden behind the self-contained quietness. “Yes, the possibilities are endless.”
Her cheeks bloomed a soft pink and he knew she understood that they were no longer talking about the vines. Instead of shying away, she said, “The choices we make now have to be the right ones, though—otherwise the damage to the harvest could be substantial.”
“Perhaps that’s true,” he said, delighted by her willingness to at least consider the idea of taking their relationship further. “But there are also times when chances must be taken.”
“It’s safer to follow the known path.”
His lips quirked at the challenge. “Safe approaches produce palatability, nothing more. I prefer my wine to be far more full-bodied, a symphony of aroma and taste to delight the senses. Do you not, chérie?”
“Yes, I do.” There was a dreamy sensuality to her voice that he knew had come about because of his words, and he reveled in it. “I don’t know much about winemaking.”
“I can teach you everything. Ask me any question you wish.”
She parted her lips, as if to speak. And that was all it took. Awareness flashed to life between them, sudden and blinding. Her eyes widened but she didn’t back away as he’d half expected. Instead, invitation trembled in the lushness of her mouth.
He’d told himself to be patient—to coax, not push—but at that moment he couldn’t remember any of his own warnings. Desire washed over him in a powerful wave, obliterating caution. Reaching out, he cupped her cheek with one hand and bent his head. Without any prompting, her lips parted even further, disintegrating his control.
She was soft and tasted like his darkest dreams. The decadent flavor of her was at odds with her innocent eyes and it intoxicated him. He’d intended only a sip but found himself delving deeper, asking for more. For a stunning moment of sensory pleasure, she responded with desire as open and wild as his.
But the moment was far too short. Making a tiny sound, she jerked away. “What…?” Confusion muddled her gaze as she touched her kiss-wet lips with one trembling hand, the other flat on his chest.
He could see that she wasn’t ready to deal with the implications arising from the stunning sensuality of their first kiss. The rapid entanglement of their senses had shaken him and he was by far the more experienced party. He couldn’t blame her for looking like the world had just crumbled from under their feet.
“It was only a kiss.” He kept his hands to his sides, though he wanted nothing more than to hold her. “It was of no moment.” He’d meant to reassure her, but knew he’d said the wrong thing when she stumbled back a step, bruised hurt in her eyes.
“I’m afraid you have the wrong idea about me, Mr. Dupree.” Tears glittered but her soft tone was suddenly without compromise. “Find another woman for your kisses of no moment. I’m not interested in relieving your boredom while you’re here.”
“Charlotte.” He wondered if she’d react any better to the truth—that though they’d barely met, he hungered for her like he’d never hungered for another woman.
From the instant he’d seen her, his body had recognized hers and ached for completion. What they’d felt in that kiss had been a sign of the sensual surrender to come, something his innocent lover was in no way prepared to accept.
“Don’t.” She began to back away toward her home. “I shouldn’t have come with you.”
The words cut him. “I would never harm you.”
“It’s what men like you do,” she whispered and then she was gone.
He could’ve caught up in seconds but knew that any chase would be futile. She was in no mood to listen. In an attempt to protect her, he’d wounded her pride and made her feel less of a woman. And he was still smarting from her final words.
What did she know about men like him? Did she place him in the same category as Spencer Ashton? Anger flared. Shoving his hands in the pockets of his tan slacks, he began to stride back toward the estate house. He’d ask someone to come down tomorrow and retrieve the golf cart. Right now, he needed to work off both his anger and a fair dose of sexual tension.
It’s what men like you do.
Maybe she was right. He had no intention of offering her forever, and she was the kind of woman for whom forever had been created.
But, as he’d decided last night, he wasn’t going to let her push him away, either. Not when this thing between them blazed with life on both sides. Charlotte Ashton belonged to Alexandre Dupree—no matter what she’d tried to convince herself of after being singed by the heat of that kiss.
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