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Chapter
One

 


 


 


 


Troy peered
around the graceful colonnade just inside the French doors she had
slipped through several minutes before, gazing uneasily at the
dance floor which was crowded with couples gliding across the
polished checkerboard tiles.

For perhaps the
twentieth time her hands went down to smooth the silky fabric of
her dress, fingers tentative as they touched the sheer fabric. It
clung to her in places dresses did not usually cling, skimming
breasts and hips, outlining every attribute of her slender body in
a manner she found a little disconcerting.

Troy swallowed.
The truth was, she felt… naked.

‘C’mon girl!’
she urged softly, ‘you can do it! You don’t know a single person
here so who cares what they think. Right?’

Wrong! Under
the circumstances brave words did not help, not at all. The problem
was that she cared and that was what kept her from joining
the throng. The outfit, the hair, the… the sexy was just not
her.

She wished –
way too late – that she hadn’t allowed her cousin to choose her
dress. It had seemed like a good idea at the time but now… Troy
cast a fleeting glance down at the silky black creation and gave a
soft moan.

Big
mistake! Really, really big…

‘All you have
to do is be your own gorgeous self.’ Her cousin had told her,
skilful fingers arranging Troy’s midnight locks into a tumble of
sexy curls, so different from the usual ponytail she tamed it back
into. ‘He’ll come to you; you’ll see. The guy is a wolf and he will
smell new blood.’

‘Wow. You make
the whole thing sound so enticing.’ Troy had eyed herself in the
dresser mirror, not at all sure about the stranger who was looking
back at her. ‘Seriously, I don’t know about this dress –‘

‘It is a
little… eye-catching.’ Anna admitted, tilting her head to study the
slip of silk. ‘But if you’re really sure about doing this then
trust me Troy – you’ve got everything it takes and more to pull it
off.’ Her cousin had stood back, smiling faintly. ‘Stand up.’ Troy
had stood, a little unsteady on heels that were far higher than she
was accustomed to. ‘Now go over to that full length mirror and take
a long, hard look at what I’ve created.’

Obediently,
Troy tottered over and had paused, stunned by the image that
confronted her. She looked completely different, the little dress
displaying quantities of creamy white skin, the high shoes
emphasising the almost indecently long length of her legs. ‘Oh. My.
God! For heavens sake Anna. I can’t go out like this. I look like
a… like a…’

Anna had
laughed. ‘Girls go out like that all the time. In public. I tell no
lie here. Come on, Troy. You’re the one who wanted to be the bait
in the trap. The tempting little morsel that is going to get Eric
Brandon to bite. He won’t be able to resist you.’

‘Well I’m not
entirely sure I want him trying to take a bite out of me while I’m
wearing this!’ Troy objected, turning this way and that. There
really didn’t seem to be much to the dress she was wearing.
Considering how much she knew her cousin had paid for it, she
definitely felt like they had been short changed. It began half way
up her thighs and ended way too soon for comfort, dipping low
across her breasts, held up by two slender straps and a whole lot
of optimism.

‘He won’t have
time to do much of anything,’ Anna assured her, ‘as soon as you’ve
had a drink with him you just have to get that portable drive and
leave.’

‘Which brings
me to another thing,’ Troy had turned, hands on hips, ‘How –
exactly – am I supposed to lay my hands on a damned drive? With him
pawing at me? Which brings me to another thing. I don’t want
him pawing at me.’


‘Understandable. And not a problem. The drive is in the bottom
drawer of his desk. Eric is careful. He doesn’t want anybody
finding anything… unsavoury on his computer and he keeps all of his
less savoury stuff locked away.’ For a moment, Anna’s voice had
faltered, her mask of bravado slipping, but she’d rallied quickly.
‘He keeps anything that might be considered dubious on this
separate drive. I suppose that way he can be sure his wife won’t
find it. The drawer is locked but the key will be close by.’

‘And you’re
sure that it’s the only place he has this film stored?’

‘I’m sure. He’s
got quite a collection of them, apparently. Or so he told me
yesterday when I went to see him.’ Once again, Anna’s voice had
wavered and she’d stopped abruptly, remembering her disastrous
interview with Eric Brandon. Troy had given her a swift look,
anxiety chasing away her nerves, reminding her why she had
suggested this lunacy in the first place. Her cousin’s life was
finally on track after a difficult year. Unfortunately, her brief
affair with Eric Brandon had resulted in a potentially dangerous
legacy, one that threatened to undermine Anna’s newfound happiness.
Troy had offered to help because really, a couple of hours of –
admittedly - outrageous pretence were nothing if it meant securing
a bright future for the cousin who had been a rock for her after
Troy’s parents had died eight years before.

Anna had given
her more than just shelter; she’d given her a home in those dark,
dreary months after the car accident that had taken her mom and
dad. Even though she was only four years older, her cousin had
tried to be a shoulder to lean on whenever Troy was in need of one.
As far as Troy was concerned, helping Anna out of a fix was a no
brainer. It was a small way of saying thank-you for everything
she’d done. ‘You really think I can pull this off?’

Anna had
nodded, coming to stand beside her. Together they had considered
the girl in the mirror. The thick, glossy tumble of black hair,
such a stark contrast next to the magnolia skin. The wide eyes that
were the oddest shade of lavender-blue. Troy had appeared all light
and shadow, a beautiful vision made slightly ethereal by the subtle
makeup Anna had applied.

‘He’ll fall at
your feet. What man wouldn’t?’ her cousin had murmured softly.
‘Okay, remember what I told you? He’ll want to take you up to the
office. His place of seduction. He’ll take you up there because
there isn’t much chance he’ll be disturbed; it’s off limits to just
about everybody. He’ll make sure you’ve had a few drinks, something
to loosen you up. When he pours another one for both of you… slip
this into his glass.’

Troy had taken
the small bottle her cousin had produced. It was filled with amber
liquid. ‘And this would be? A barbiturate?’

‘Just a small
dose - it’s harmless. It’ll just make him sleep.’

‘We couldn’t
have just, you know, roofied him?’

‘Oh wow,’ Anna
had shaken her head, ‘you’re just so hip. I did think of asking you
for a tranquilizer but I figured you’d say no.’

‘I’d have said
yes if Eric Brandon was a small domestic animal but there are
definite rules about using vet drugs on humans.’

‘I figured as
much. Which was why I got this.’ Anna had squeezed her shoulder,
‘You’ve no idea how much this means to me Troy. I don’t know where
I’d be without you.’

‘I know exactly
where you’ll be. Married to a wonderful man in less than a week.
Thank God my bridesmaid’s outfit looks nothing like this.’

‘You rock that
dress.’

‘Yeah!’ Troy
had stared at her image, ‘I totally rock this dress.’

Of course, her
bravado had been all well and good back in her bedroom but standing
on the edge of a dazzling dance floor several hours later, Troy
couldn’t help but feel that she wasn’t rocking anything. She was
exactly where she didn’t want to be. The thought of turning
tail and running was extremely tempting. She could go back to her
flat, open a tub of boysenberry swirl ice-cream and veg out on the
couch.

Except that she
couldn’t. Anna was counting on her. More than that, Anna’s future
happiness was counting on her. And really, what did she have
to lose, after all? She was a suburban vet, not a socialite. She’d
never set eyes on any of these people again unless they brought in
their labradoodle, or whatever the hell was chic this week. And the
chances of anybody recognizing her in her daytime get up would be
zilch.

She could
probably put a lampshade on her head and dance naked on the buffet
tables and who the hell would know that it was Doctor Sensible,
Troy Kincaid?

‘Right. Let’s
do this,’ she muttered, straightening abruptly and lifting her
chin. This was only going to work if she gave it her all. ‘Let’s
find our man. Just for once, tonight he is going to be the
victim!’

She stalked out
from behind the protective cover of the colonnade and headed for
the whirling crowd.

 


Who the hell
is that? Jake Brandon stared at the apparition standing
at the edge of the dance floor, arrested by the sight. Beautiful,
exotic and dressed to create chaos with a capital C. Just the same,
despite the provocative nature of that little slip of black, the
girl looked fragile and strangely vulnerable, standing on the
sidelines with an uncertain expression on her face. His attention
was caught by the sight of his brother, moving towards the dark
haired lovely like a shark scenting warm blood in the water and he
cursed under his breath. ‘Dammit, that man has built in radar, I
swear!’ Jake never claimed to be a saint but, unlike Eric, he
didn’t have a wife to consider. It would have been nice if his
brother could give Christie a little of the attention he liked to
lavish on other women.

‘Not this time
Eric,’ he murmured, moving forward to run interception. A girl like
that deserved some serious attention from the right kind of
man and it would be him, not Eric, who would be supplying it
tonight.

 


Troy
concentrated on keeping her expression of untroubled serenity in
place, despite her inner turmoil. Away from the protective cover of
her concealing colonnade, she felt thoroughly exposed, as if every
eye in the room was upon her. And now that she had gathered up her
courage, just what was she supposed to do? The photograph Anna had
shown her of Eric Brandon wasn’t a lot of help in a room crowded
with people. Her only option seemed to be to trawl the room until
she found him. It could take all night and frankly, she didn’t feel
like hanging around that long.

As it turned
out, she didn’t have to. Anna had been right about Eric Brandon
coming to her.

Troy was
searching the crowd for him when a touch on her arm made her turn.
And there he was – the man she had been looking for, standing in
front of her with a dazzling smile.

Troy gasped;
she couldn’t help it.

Eric Brandon,
six foot tall and impossibly good looking in a menswear catalogue
kind of way, upped the voltage on the smile a couple of thousand
kilowatts. It was so dazzling that Troy felt as if sunglasses
should be supplied. ‘I’m sorry; did I startle you?’

She swallowed,
pulling herself together. Showtime, Kincaid! How perfect was this?
And how fast; the man was greased lightening on legs. She gave him
a smile in return. ‘You did, yes. But I daresay I’ll recover.’

‘Well I insist
you let me help you do so because I can’t have one of my guests
having anything less than a wonderful time. Especially if
that guest happens to be the most beautiful woman in the room.’
Somehow, he managed to drop his voice to an intimate murmur,
despite the noise around them.

Troy glanced up
at him from under her lashes. This was obviously the opening move
in a well-rehearsed line of seduction; Anna had been one hundred
percent correct in assuring her that Eric Brandon would come
running. And looking up at him Troy – who had to acknowledge his
extraordinary looks – still found herself wondering what on earth
her cousin had seen in the man because frankly, as opening chat up
line went it left her cold. He sounded as oily as a can of
sardines.

Still, his
photograph hadn’t really done him justice because in the flesh he
was almost theatrically handsome; thick golden hair, square chin
and sky blue eyes. Everything about him was absolutely in synch,
from the classically styled dark lounge suit with the black tie and
pristine white shirt beneath - so attractive against his lightly
tanned skin – down to the expensive brand of cologne that he wore.
But looks, Troy knew, could be very deceiving. From everything Anna
had told her those classical looks were skin deep at best; beneath
them lurked a very unpleasant character indeed.

‘Well thank
you. Am I to assume this is your party then?’

‘I’m the host.
But I don’t seem to remember your face?’ he reached out to tilt her
chin up with one finger. Under normal circumstances a move like
that would have gotten him a swift jab in the solar plexus,
courtesy of her Tuesday night self-defence classes. But she made
herself relax. Hell, she even made herself leave the smile
in place. Just the same… the man was no respecter of personal
space. ‘It certainly isn’t a face I’d forget.’

‘I’m
gatecrashing,’ she told him airily, ‘although I suppose I should
pretend otherwise. I was at another party farther down the road but
it was absolutely nothing was going on there. Totally dull,’ she
winced inwardly at the sound of her own voice. Could it really be
her, coming across as such a complete and utter dropkick? ‘But then
I heard the music and saw the lights over here and thought I’d just
pop in and have a look.’ She finished up a little breathlessly,
really wishing he’d let her go.

‘Well that
other party’s loss is my gain.’ Eric assured her softly. ‘And it
seems I have a lot to live up to. I’d hate you to think this
little turn out is dull.’

‘Oh no,’ she
assured him guilelessly, ‘this is much more
interesting.’

Finally, he let
her go and Troy resisted the urge to scrub her hand over her
chin.

‘Marvellous!
Now then… how about we start off with a drink. And then a dance,
perhaps?’

‘I’d like that,
yes.’

‘Don’t you run
away now, will you!’

‘I’ll wait
right here,’ she assured him sweetly and watched as he threaded his
way easily through the throng. Well… gag! She wondered where among
this melee his wife was and felt a shaft of pity for her. What
self-respecting woman would put up with this kind of behaviour from
a two timing low life like that? Troy would have given the man his
marching orders long before now.

Which might be
why you haven’t actually got a man, she reminded herself grimly. It
was that, or she worked too hard. She thought of her last boyfriend
and the comments he’d made and winced.

Maybe a bit of
both.

‘Being exposed
to the fine art of seduction? If that expression on your face is
anything to go by you’re not impressed.’ The deep, lazy voice spoke
from just behind her left shoulder. Troy swung around quickly and
found herself looking up into a pair of extraordinary silver-grey
eyes. They belonged to one of the most hazardously good- looking
specimens of male she had ever seen. Tall – well over six feet -
dark and possessing a deadly kind of sex-appeal, the kind that made
a woman’s heart begin to beat much too fast. Troy knew a
moment of fear, sensing instinctively that she had just encountered
something far more potent than she was equipped to deal with. This
was man with a capital M, the kind that made women faint dead away,
overcome by his excess of Hot.

Tilting her
head back to look up at him, her mouth went dry. ‘Ex-excuse
me?’

‘I saw you were
on the receiving end of Eric’s fatal charm,’ the man explained
coolly, ‘were you overwhelmed?’

‘Was I supposed
to be?’

‘Most
certainly. Eric doesn’t exert himself for nothing.’

Troy moistened
her lips. Something was fluttering uncomfortably around the region
of her stomach, butterfly wings creating turmoil that could
probably be heard clear across the other side of the world where a
rain forest stood shaking. There was an aura about this man that
shrieked dangerous and stirred equal amounts of excitement
and caution inside her. Caution seemed the safer option. ‘So… just
who are you?’

‘My name is
Jake. You know,’ Jake continued, his eyes drifting away from her
face to slide down her body in a blatant assessment that
immediately made her keenly aware of just how little she had on,
‘it could be considered foolhardy, talking to strange men. I
am assuming you’ve only just met Eric?’

Troy tried to
get a grip on herself. ‘If that was the gentleman that just went to
get me a drink then, yes, we’ve only just met. I just sort of
wandered in, if you must know.’ Now why did she tell him
that? He was making her nervous and she was letting her
tongue run away with her. ‘Anyway, thanks for the advice. I’ll take
you up on it immediately.’ And she turned a shoulder on him,
looking away, supremely conscious of the tall, masculine body at
her back, of the unmistakable sensuality that the stranger
radiated, as warm as sunshine on her suddenly sensitized skin. It
was something Eric Brandon simply didn’t possess.

This newcomer
was seriously disturbing and far too distracting to deal with at
the moment. Intensely aware of his presence, Troy wished he would
go away and apply that lethal magnetism somewhere else.

Whoever he was,
this man was certainly not on the evening’s agenda.

A hand touched
her shoulder, so lightly that it was the merest feathering of skin
against skin but a frisson of electricity sped through her. ‘Tired
of talking to me already?’ That deep, dark voice was close to her
ear now. Speaking of the fine art of seduction… he had an
instrument perfectly tuned to seduce! ‘I’m devastated!’

‘You
said I shouldn’t talk to strange men,’ she pointed out a
little unevenly, ‘so perhaps you’d like to go away now?’

‘And leave you
all alone and at the mercy of the wolf? Oh no, little one. I don’t
think so.’

Troy’s thoughts
raced. This wasn’t in the plan. Eric Brandon was hardly likely to
snatch her away to his office for a little private seduction party
with this man hanging around, a brooding, delicious ghost at the
feast. She glanced up at him, feeling trapped. ‘Please… I really
don’t want to talk to you right now.’

A smile
glimmered in his silver-grey eyes. ‘But you’d rather talk to Eric?
We can’t have that. I have an idea; let’s not talk at all. Words
can be so misleading. Let’s dance instead.’

‘But… I’m
waiting for a drink.’

‘You can have a
drink anytime. Right now I think you need to try something a little
more… physical.’

And with that,
Jake Brandon took her into his arms and swept her onto the dance
floor.


Chapter
Two

 


 


 


 


 


What to do?
Even as Troy fought against the extraordinarily schoolgirlish
response of her body to being in this man’s arms, she was trying to
think of a way to get away from him. Not that rational thought was
all that easy. She had never experienced anything that even came
close to the effect he was having on her but it was akin to a kind
of slow smoulder. It started somewhere around the region of her
toes and spread through her body like molten gold, until even her
fingertips tingled.

Tingling
fingertips. Great.

‘This is
ridiculous!’ she hissed, fighting down panic. ‘Would you
please let me go?’

He smiled down
at her enigmatically. ‘I don’t think so. Holding you in my arms is
far too enjoyable. Aren’t you finding it enjoyable?’

‘No!’

‘Too bad. So…
how about you tell me your name.’

‘You don’t need
to know my name.’ Troy tried to infuse frost into her tone. He was
going way too far. In his own way, he was every bit as pushy as
Eric Brandon.

‘Stubborn,’ he
said, an undercurrent of smoky laughter in his voice. ‘Good; I like
a challenge.’

Troy almost
groaned out loud. He liked a challenge? What the hell was
the matter with the man? He was proving to be an irresistible force
and she had no idea how to battle against the hurricane force of
his assurance. Nothing she said seemed to produce any effect at
all. The arm that had snaked around her the moment they had stepped
onto the dance floor was holding her far too close to his body for
comfort and was entirely unyielding. And as for the body
itself… She sucked in a breath. She could attest to the fact
that it felt entirely male, the chest that grazed her own broad and
well-muscled, his thighs and hips brushing against her stomach and
pelvis. The gentle touch, in time to the hypnotic rhythm of the
music, produced a kind of subtle eroticism, which sensitise her own
body in a way she had never experienced before, certainly not with
a man she had met only moments ago. It made her feel decidedly…
wanton and the damn dress wasn’t helping, not even a little bit. It
seemed to encourage a little naughty interaction.

People weren’t
meant to dance this close, not when they were strangers. This kind
of dancing should be reserved for couples who knew each other
through and through and who would follow it later in the evening
with the ultimate intimacy of going to bed together and… well,
there was no need for an ‘and’. She was certain that any girl who
went to bed with this man would be on the receiving end of
‘and’ and then some.

She kept her
eyes fastened on the front of his shirt, not daring to raise her
head to look at him fully, scared of what her face would
reveal.

She would
finish the dance and excuse herself; under the circumstances there
wasn’t much else she could do – it would cause a scene if
she tried to leave the floor before the dance was through and she
certainly didn’t trust him enough to behave like a gentleman. The
fact was, under the circumstances making a scene wasn’t an option
at all. The last thing she needed was anybody looking at her
credentials too closely. She didn’t have any credentials.

The unfairness
of the situation made her soft mouth tighten in anger.

‘Do you always
coerce women into doing what you want?’ she demanded, clenching her
teeth with frustrated anger. Her eyes flickered towards the crowd
at the edge of the dance floor but it was impossible to see if Eric
Brandon had returned. Would he think she had left already? Her
cousin would be devastated if she didn’t manage to retrieve that
drive.

‘I don’t
usually need to.’ Her partner returned wryly. Troy wasn’t at all
surprised. Surely most women would enjoy finding themselves in this
man’s arms, moving smoothly with the music, his steps faultless.
Under different circumstances she might have enjoyed it as well… if
he didn’t make her feel so… so… ‘Don’t you like dancing with me? We
seem to fit together remarkably well. You’re body is very
instinctive.’ He infused the last word with a whole world of
meaning and against her will, Troy imagined just how this man might
play on her instincts, if they were alone together. It wasn’t
difficult to believe that his bedroom technique would be just as
polished as his dancing… She flushed, thrown by the direction her
thoughts were taking. Where was the girl who approached
relationships with the same caution that others might approach a
trek through Nepal? Cautiously enthusiastic. Men were nice. Troy
liked men, she really did. But they could mess with a girl’s
life big time and men like the one dancing with her now could shake
it like a snow globe and turn it upside down.

Settle down,
Kincaid. Just… remember what you’re here for, focus on the target
and remember to breath.

Good advice. If
only she could follow it. If only Anna could see her now. ‘You’re
so down to earth. I don’t have to worry about you falling for a man
like Eric Brandon! Not everyone in the family has to behave like a
complete idiot. I think you got the smart genes girl.’

Oh yeah; she
got the smart genes all right. She was so smart that she couldn’t
think of one reason why she shouldn’t tell this gorgeous stranger
to go take a hike. It seemed that good sense had gone fishing the
moment the babe from hell had taken her into his arms.

The music came
to an end. Before the band could start up again, Troy pulled
herself free with an effort. His lips quirked upwards and something
in his expression made her suspect that he knew exactly the effect
their dance had had on her.

‘Thank you, but
that’s more than enough.’

‘Really? Must
we stop at one? We were getting to know each other so well.’

She bit her
lip. Far too well, considering how little had been said! ‘I
don’t want to dance anymore.’

‘No? Then
perhaps I can think of something else for us to do?’

The colour rose
up in her face at that dark, suggestive tone. How was it that some
men could do that? Produce shivers down the spine that left
a girl feeling all hot and bothered. Not that Troy had felt hot and
bothered all that much before.

Clearly she’d
been hanging around the wrong men.

And it wasn’t
even about looks. If Eric Brandon, picture postcard good-looking,
had suggested ‘something else’, she would have been unimpressed.
But coming from this stranger’s lips her body thermometer ratcheted
the heat up into the danger zone.

‘There you
are!’ Eric Brandon’s smooth voice had a hint of annoyance. One
glance at his face convinced Troy it was directed at her dancing
partner, not herself. Eric gave the man at her shoulder an angry
look. He was holding two glasses of champagne and proffered one
towards her with a quick smile of apology. ‘Better late than
never.’

‘Jake.’ Eric
said, voice tense, ‘Still here? I didn’t think this was your kind
of thing. It’s not like you to stay past eight o’clock. You usually
have something else to go to.’

‘Not tonight.
Tonight I’m all yours.’ Jake replied imperturbably, ‘I was looking
around for Christie to see if she needed a hand with anything when
I came across an unexpected guest. She’s a mystery woman. I can’t
get her to tell me her name.’

‘Perhaps she’s
shy.’ Eric Brandon said with something of a snap, blue eyes
narrowing. ‘If you’re looking for Christie, I think I saw her by
the buffet a moment ago.’

‘Really?’ Jake
inquired softly, ‘Are you sure, Eric? You seem a little distracted
tonight.’

Eric Brandon’s
smile became even more rigid. ‘It’s my party Jake. I have an
obligation to take care of the guests.’ At this he gave Troy a
smile that seemed to indicate a shared knowledge, as if they had
some kind of secret between them. Troy felt a surge of annoyance;
the only secret they were likely to share was the understanding
that Eric was a complete and utter lowlife. Still, under the
circumstances it didn’t seem at all diplomatic to say so. There was
still the recovery of Anna’s home movie to consider.

‘And you take
your obligations very seriously.’ Jake agreed, voice dry. While he
spoke his hand slid lightly up and down Troy’s spine, left exposed
thanks to the dress she wore. It was an outrageous thing to do and
she shivered, shafts of electricity slipping through her nerve ends
like molten fire. She was torn between the desire to slap him and
another – entirely unexpected – desire to move a little closer to
him so he could up the voltage.

Troy killed
both impulses by stepping out of his reach.

‘Thank you.’
She murmured, taking a cautious sip of champagne. Unused to
alcohol, she knew she had to be careful. The last thing she wanted
was to mess up from overindulging even though, if she was going to
look like she was a good time girl who was ready to party privately
with Eric Brandon, drinking was unavoidable.

She simply
had to make it up to his office tonight!

The two men
continued to eye each other like protagonists eager to go a couple
of rounds together. Troy noticed what she’d probably missed when
he’d introduced himself; Eric wasn’t entirely sober and it made him
all the more aggressive. He wasn’t drunk – not yet – but he wasn’t
a long way off it either. Obviously, he and Jake didn’t get along.
Troy couldn’t even begin to guess what their history was and under
the circumstances it didn’t really matter.

What mattered
was finishing what she’d come here to do and getting the hell out
of dodge.

She moved
forward and touched Eric lightly on the arm. ‘So how about that
dance you mentioned earlier?’

Eric visibly
relaxed. Troy didn’t dare look in the troublesome Jake’s direction.
After refusing to dance with him again she sensed he wouldn’t be at
all pleased by her invitation to a man he obviously disliked.

‘Certainly.’
Eric agreed, casting the now silent Jake a look of triumph.

Troy returned
to the dance floor but this time she wasn’t troubled by any
inexplicable feelings of desire. Quite the opposite. Her skin
cringe away from the touch of Eric Brandon’s hands and she had to
force herself to relax in his arms, wishing there had been another
way to solve Anna’s problems. They’d talked about it. They’d
discussed everything from burying him deep in the forest to telling
Anna’s fiancée the truth. This had been the best they could come up
with.

Her cousin
hadn’t wanted Troy to do it. It had taken some convincing on Troy’s
part for Anna to agree with the half-baked plan but when she had,
she’d thrown herself at it wholeheartedly, desperate for a solution
to her predicament. And Troy, seeing the hope in her cousin’s eyes,
had ploughed ahead with all the gung ho of somebody who didn’t
realize what she’d gotten herself into. All things considered, she
hadn’t been doing so badly so far.

Apart from
tall, dark and deadly. There were some things a girl couldn’t
predict, after all.

Still, she
reflected ruefully, at her current rate of progress she should be
able to lay her hands on that drive in less than an hour. After
that, she would slip out of the house and escape into the night.
Slowly, as her heels were hell.

‘You feel
wonderful.’ Eric murmured, holding her a little closer.

Troy smiled a
vague acknowledgement, disliking the warm waft of whiskey on his
breath. She wondered how two men could generate such a different
effect on her. Both men were powerfully built, well-muscled and
fit. Both were tall and broad shouldered. But it was the
presumptuous Jake (nice name Jake – solid and sexy at the same
time) who had made her body light up, igniting feelings she had
never thought she had. Who knew that she was as susceptible as the
next woman to the right kind of man’s wicked charms?

It was almost
reassuring.

Not that it
mattered. She wasn’t here for Jake.

Mind on the
job, girl. Stay focused on why you’re here, Kincaid…

‘So… are you
going to tell me your name?’

For a moment
her mind went blank. Her name? ‘Of course,’ she said, after a
moment, ‘my name is Melissa.’

Anna had
insisted she use a different name. She wasn’t at all sure she
hadn’t mentioned her cousin in her brief, intense, affair with Eric
Brandon and Troy was an unusual name for a female so they’d decided
to make something up.

‘Pretty name
for a pretty girl.’

‘Why, thank
you.’ Troy flicked a long, glossy curl back and gave him an arch
look, ‘You’re not trying to seduce me, are you Eric?’

‘On the
contrary,’ he laughed down at her, ‘I think I’m the one in danger
of that!’

She pouted.
‘Don’t you think a girl should let a guy know if she likes
him?’

‘Definitely!’
he assured her, raising a hand to stroke a finger down her cheek,
‘I love the fact that girls know what they want now a days and
aren’t afraid to go after it.’

Sure he did; it
meant he didn’t have to work so hard to take advantage of the
dipstick females that were probably all over him. On paper, Eric
Brandon was impressive because he had looks, wealth and position.
He was a fashion photographer who still had the luxury of family
money to keep him in the style he was accustomed to if business was
a little slow. Not that Eric Brandon would be likely to find
himself in such a situation. He was hugely popular, his services in
demand all over the world for fashion shoots.

It was the
perfect job for a man who couldn’t keep his hands off the opposite
sex.

‘I think a girl
should be able to go after a guy if she likes him,’ she continued
on, cringing inwardly. She was channelling those bad girlie
television dramas she had always loathed. She sounded like a twerp.
An obvious twerp. If he didn’t ask her up to his office in
the next minute, he wasn’t half the love rat she thought him to
be.

‘And dare I
hope that you like me?’ he demanded softly.

‘I wouldn’t be
dancing with you if I didn’t,’ she returned and was rewarded by the
look of satisfaction on his face. Troy grimaced inwardly and
promised herself a bath as soon as she got home. ‘I do like you,
Eric. I like you a lot.’

The song came
to an end. Eric kept his arms around her. ‘Perhaps we could go some
place a little quieter? I’d like to get to know you a whole lot
better, Melissa.’

Yes…
Still, it wouldn’t do to look too eager. She had known the
guy for approximately thirty minutes. She shot him a look from
under her lashes. ‘Somewhere quieter –?’

‘Christie’s
looking for you.’ The abrupt, familiar voice made Troy jump. Eric’
arms fell away from her and they both took a half step back, Troy
guiltily, as if she had been caught out doing something wrong. The
feeling, along with the interruption, made her seethe with anger.
It was the second time that this man had thrown a spanner in the
works. His silvery gaze clashed with her own for a brief moment and
she was taken aback by the flash of smouldering emotion she
glimpsed in his eyes.

Whoa!
She wasn’t the only one seething.

Eric scowled.
‘For God’s sake Jake! I’m sure Christie can manage without me for a
few hours.’

‘She’s been
doing that all night.’ Jake pointed out coolly, ‘But Victor Ellison
is leaving and he wants to have a word about your exhibition next
week. It’s alright,’ he added, giving Troy an oblique glance, ‘I’ll
make sure your guest isn’t left to her own devices.’

Eric hesitated,
torn between his duties as a host and his pursuit of Troy. He
grimaced. ‘I’ll be right back, okay? You don’t have to go anywhere
just yet do you Melissa?’

‘No. I’ll be
fine.’ She gave Jake a wary glance, ‘I don’t actually need company.
I’m good at entertaining myself.’

Eric nodded
reluctantly, already moving away. ‘I won’t be a moment.’

Left alone with
Jake – as alone as she could be in the middle of a crowded dance
floor – Troy cleared her throat nervously. ‘I mean it. I really
don’t require entertaining. I’ll just… take a look around.’

‘Well now,
that’s just it.’ Jake admitted, ‘While Eric is the most trusting
soul when it comes to a pretty face, I’m not so blasé. This is a
big house and by your own admission you’re here without an
invitation. There’s no telling what you might get up to if I leave
you alone.’

Troy’s eyes
widened at the unmistakable implication. ‘Are you suggesting I
might steal something?’

He shrugged.
The music had begun again and they were surrounded by couples
swaying to the sexy strains of an old Aretha Franklin number given
a modern, funky spin.

He reached for
her but her hands came up and pressed against his chest. ‘No!’

Jake raised a
mocking eyebrow? ‘No? Really… Melissa… you looked perfectly happy
dancing with Eric a moment ago. Or perhaps happy doesn’t quite
describe it. At least you weren’t trying to run away. Are you
trying to tell me I have two left feet?’

As if! He’d
floated around the dance floor with her like they were gliding on
air. Which was all the more reason why she didn’t want to spend any
more time in his arms. ‘I would just prefer not to dance with
you.’

‘There are a
great many things some of us would prefer not to do but sometimes
we have to do them anyway,’ he told her grimly. Taking hold of her
wrists, he pushed her arms apart and insinuated his body close to
her own again. Troy was dismayed by the sudden leap of excitement
that shot through her at the renewed contact, as if a part of her
instinctively recognized him and was keen to renew the touch of his
body against her own again. ‘Tell me,’ he said quietly, fitting
himself against her with an easy familiarity, ‘are you aware that
Eric is married?’

Troy hesitated.
Of course she knew Eric was married. Anna had told her everything
when she was pouring her heart out. The whole, sordid, miserable
affair had tumbled forth. But could she admit as much? Anybody who
had seen her flirting with Eric Brandon on the dance floor was
likely to draw the conclusion that she either didn’t know he was
married or she didn’t care.

‘And?’ she said
cautiously.

‘And his wife
is a delightful woman,’ Jake finished tightly, ‘she deserves better
than to watch her husband come on to another woman in front of
their guests.’

Well he had her
there. Eric’s wife did deserve more, no doubt about it. Troy
said nothing, because what could she say? Should she tell him the
real reason she was there? She ran the words through in her
head.

I’m actually
here to steal a drive that contains a nasty little home movie your
charming host took of my cousin without her knowing anything about
it. She’s getting married in a week or so and Eric Brandon is
suggesting that he might put it all over the Internet unless she
sleeps with him one last time…

Yeah,
that was sure to be a memorable conversation!

Anna had gone
to see Eric Brandon after he’d called her to beg for the footage
he’d taken of the two of them and had come away devastated by his
terms. ‘I hadn’t even known that this film existed! He sets up a
couple of video camera at his studio and films women without their
knowing it.’ Her cousin had said tearfully, ‘He heard about my
wedding next week and he called me.’

‘But Anna…
surely what he’s doing is illegal! We should call the police.’

‘I can’t!
Besides, they’re not awful or anything. Just…’ Anna had broken off,
biting her lip as she tried to hold back the tears. ‘Trophies of
love, he calls them. I am not going to go to bed with him
again Troy. I couldn’t! But if Lewis ever discovers that another
man has a film of me…’

Yes indeed.
Lewis Taggart, a very nice man who was besotted with Anna, was
eagerly looking forward to his wedding. He was a lovely fellow. He
was also an upstanding citizen with a thriving legal practice. In
Lewis’ world, scandal happened to other people. He loved
Anna and she knew that he would continue to do so, even if a risqué
tape of his wife surfaced. But he shouldn’t have to. He didn’t
deserve to have his career and his reputation put at risk by the
actions of a smarmy creep like Eric.

And while Lewis
would assure her that nothing had changed, everything would. He
would never be able to look at her in quite the same way again.

Troy had her
doubts about that one; Lewis was very much in love with Anna. But
there hadn’t been any point trying to convince Anna of that.

Anyway, it was
hardly the kind of tale one would tell to a perfect stranger,
especially not one who seemed to think he was in a position to sit
in judgement on her. He must be a business acquaintance of Eric –
or a friend of Eric’s wife Christie, perhaps. Either way, it was
unlikely that he’d have much sympathy for Anna’s foolishness and
telling strangers family business was simply not her style.

‘I don’t think
my actions can have anything to do with you,’ she informed him
stiffly, ‘and if you find me so very unpleasant then perhaps you
could go and find yourself another partner. Please, don’t let me
keep you here.’

‘I could do
that,’ he agreed, ‘but I doubt I’d find any of the women here as
intriguing. You see, I’ve been watching you dance with my brother
and I have to say, you don’t look very comfortable in his arms. Not
as comfortable as a woman should be who is interested in a little
causal sex, anyway.’

Troy blinked,
the majority of his words lost between the two most significant
ones. ‘Hold up… your brother?’

Jake nodded,
his eyes searching her upturned face. ‘Of course. Didn’t you know?
I’m Jake Brandon, Eric’s older brother. Which rather gives me the
right to ask whatever questions I want, don’t you think?’
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Jake Brandon,
the man who was so effortlessly guiding her around the dance floor,
was Eric’s brother!

Troy cursed her
misfortune while he continued to hold her, their bodies following
an instinctive rhythm, moving together with an easy assurance as
her mind raced in circles, a rat trapped in a maze. What to say?
What could she say to make the determined Jake Brandon go
away. Now that she knew his identity his interest in her made
sense. He obviously considered her some kind of good-time girl who
had crashed his brother’s party intent on some kind of
mischief.

The sexual
tension that could have sworn was zinging between them was probably
some kind of naturally occurring phenomenon inherent in the man
himself.

‘Whatever you
may think, I have no intention of stealing the family silver.’

‘No? So what
exactly do you intend to steal then?’ Jake demanded.

Troy looked up
at him, lavender-blue eyes enormous in her pale face. ‘Look, I’m
just here to have a good time. You’re brother invited me for a
drink. No harm in that is there?’

But Jake,
staring down into that beautiful face, knew there was a great deal
of harm in that. His hands tightened around her instinctively,
gently massaging the naked flesh on her back. She felt so smooth,
so soft beneath his fingers that his body couldn’t help but respond
to her, aroused despite his growing suspicions about the girl’s
motives. Whatever the hell those motives may be. He couldn’t figure
it out. He was convinced she wasn’t interested in Eric – her body
language had shown him how uncomfortable she was when she danced
with his brother – so he was left with the question.

What, exactly,
was she here for?

He had every
intention of finding out before the night was over.

‘If you’re
telling me the truth, then no – no harm at all. But I’m getting the
feeling there’s more to it than that. Tell me - is your name really
Melissa?’

Thick lashes
swept down, veiling her eyes. It told him the answer even as her
lips were shaping one. ‘What difference does it make? I daresay you
wouldn’t believe anything I have to say anyway.’

‘True,’ he
agreed wryly, ‘but that doesn’t mean I’m going to stop asking
questions. I told you, I like a challenge and you’re the most
enticing that’s crossed my path all day.’

‘I’m not a
challenge Mr. Brandon,’ Troy replied tightly, ‘and all I want from
you is to go away. Do you understand what I’m saying? Go…
away.’

‘Not going to
happen – Melissa. Which is a problem for you. It’s beginning to
look a lot like you’re in for a rough evening.’

‘Or I could
just go home. Why don’t I do that? Just go home?’ Or pretend to,
anyway. She could find a place away from this damn crowd to wait
for Eric. Maybe she could bushwhack him.

‘Why not?’ he
agreed amiably, ‘I’ll come too.’

‘I’d prefer to
go by myself.’

‘And I’d prefer
not to let you out of my sight.’

Troy relapsed
into silence, mentally cursing Jake Brandon to hell. Her
susceptible body might enjoy the way he was all up close and
personal but her susceptible body was a traitorous jade that should
know better.

She had to find
a way to get away from him, had to break free of the spell he’d
cast over her. If she could just shake free of him she could keep a
low profile in among the potted plants until Eric resurfaced.

‘What if I’m
just as bad as you think I am?’ she snapped suddenly, ‘What if I
am only here to have casual sex with your brother?’

He shrugged.
‘If it’s sex you’re after, I can give you what you want. Like I
said, you didn’t seem to enjoy dancing with him whereas with me…
you have to admit, we’ve got chemistry. I think you like the way I
touch you.’ He dropped his head so that his lips were close to her
ear, ‘I think you’ll like it even more when we’re alone
together.’

‘That is -’
Troy groped for words while her mind struggled not to conjure up
images of the two of them together, naked and tangled, ‘perfectly
ridiculous!’

‘Not at all. If
we meld this well on the dance floor we should be perfectly matched
in the bedroom.’

A surge of
desire pulse through Troy, so strong that she felt weak kneed, a
sensation she had only ever believed existed between the covers of
a book. Heat flooded through her like wildfire and she bit her lip.
She wanted to deny any interest at all in casual sex but having
practically admitted that a meaningless encounter with Eric was why
she was here, it would have sounded absurd. Almost as absurd as
denying that Jake made her body quiver with delight…

Troy took a
deep breath, steadying herself. She couldn’t win any games against
this man. He was too slick, too assured. The most she could hope
for was to cut her losses and run. Jake Brandon was someone to be
reckoned with, confident and seriously sexy, a lethal combination
that was short-circuiting her ability to deal with the man. ‘You’ve
got a very high opinion of yourself Mr. Brandon,’ she said with
what she hoped was credible indifference, ‘but I’m just not
interested.’

His eyes
darkened as they surveyed her face. ‘Oh you’re interested, all
right. Scared it might be true? Come on now… you seem like the kind
of girl who enjoys taking risks. Take a risk with me.’

Oh… wow! When
he looked down at her like that it was all too easy to imagine take
a whole lot of things with him.

But she was
Troy Kincaid, sensible to the max. Always sensible to the
max!

‘No, thank you
just the same.’ She glowered up at him, annoyed at feeling she was
at a constant disadvantage with both the man and the conversation.
So she found him sexually attractive. Big deal. It was a fluke, a
chemical reaction she had no control over. It didn’t mean
anything, for heaven’s sake. ‘I’ll pass on the innuendo and the
offer, if you don’t mind. You’re not my type Mr. Brandon. I know a
man with your ego might find that hard to believe but it’s true.
The sooner you accept that and move on to some other lucky female,
the happier we’ll both be!’

His eyes
narrowed, gaze sharpening. For some reason she was reminded of a
wild thing; a wolf perhaps. Certainly a hunter and her hindbrain
suggested she had just made a mistake. Never issue a challenge to a
hunter. His next words echoed that eerily. ‘A man with my ego would
regard those words as even more of a challenge,’ he mocked her
softly, ‘but if I really have to prove my point…’

Before Troy
could guess at his intention, his mouth came down to take her own.
The touch of his lips, warm and insistent, hijacked her head and
took complete possession and rational thought disappeared beneath a
flood of sensation. For a long moment she stood stunned and passive
beneath the searching intensity of his kiss then instinct kicked in
and her mouth opened beneath his, allowing his questing tongue
access to the soft, velvety warmth. The connection was as immediate
as it was intense and she lost herself beneath the demanding
onslaught, giving herself over to it utterly.

It could have
gone on forever. Troy lost all sense of time and place, conscious
only of his lips against her own, the sensual exploration of his
tongue and of the hard, male body enfolding her own. When he
finally raised his head she stared up at him, eyes glazed with
desire.

‘Do you still
think it’s nothing more than ego?’ he demanded, voice uneven.

Ho-ly
crap…

Reality came
back with a jolt, a sickening rush and Troy was suddenly conscious
of the people around them. Those closest were watching them with
considerable amusement. Her body went rigid with fury; stunned and
horrified that she could forget herself so completely in a public
place.

‘You bastard!’
she hissed. ‘You let go of me right now.’

He gave her a
sardonic look, hands remaining firmly in place, creating pools of
fire against her skin where he made contact. Those pools of fire
were warming her all the way through to her core. She felt as if
the heat that they must both be generating must be making couples
dancing close by want to move away a little, just so they didn’t
get scalded. ‘What’s the matter sweetheart? Not used to losing
control?’

The hell she
was. Not like that – not ever like that!

Troy dragged
herself away from him, no longer caring what anyone might think.
She could not believe that she had allowed him to kiss her. But –
more worryingly – she could not believe she had lost herself like
that, zoning out completely beneath his mouth. Melting
beneath his lips. It was as if he had taken possession of her body,
grabbing the master switch and manipulating her controls any way he
wanted. Troy hadn’t even realized a man could do that to her. Or
that she could feel so… so turned on when he did.

She pushed
herself through the throng, not caring how it must look, desperate
to put some space between herself and Mr. Devil Incarnate, Jake
Brandon, fighting down an escalating sense of panic. This evening
was going to hell in a hand basket and she was still no nearer to
getting her hands on that portable drive. For a moment she
considered going upstairs and breaking into Eric’ desk but the
possibility that she would be unable to force the lock, coupled
with the very real chance that she would be discovered by Jake, who
obviously thought the worst of her, stopped her cold. He’d probably
call the police and have her arrested then come to her cell later
on and work that black magic on her again.

The idea wasn’t
nearly as unappealing as it should have been.

Damn, but she
was in a mess!
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