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Chapter One

      				
      Ellie Holdsworthy took another long, shaky sip of wine as she waited for the perfect
         moment to put her plan into action.
      

      				
      From her vantage point at the restaurant bar she had a perfect view of Gideon and
         his date as they took turns impressing each other over their untouched food.
      

      				
      He hadn’t changed a bit since she’d last laid eyes on him nearly a year ago. His short,
         pitch black hair shone in the dim light of the candles flickering on the table, and
         even from this distance she could make out the sharp contours of his cheekbones and
         the full curve of his lips.
      

      				
      Her body thrummed with nerves. At least, that’s what she put the unsettling feeling
         down to.
      

      				
      She continued to watch him charm his date, his athletic, rangy body draped comfortably
         over the chair. A couple of women on a table to his left were also surveying him surreptitiously,
         mesmerized by his striking looks and effortless charisma.
      

      				
      Fools.

      				
      She snorted with derision as he tipped his head back and gave a deep growling laugh
         at something his blond companion said. It was sad really, how the poor girl had no
         idea what she was letting herself in for.
      

      				
      If she hadn’t known him since she was twelve and seen this very same act being performed
         year after year with a different woman each time, she might have been taken in herself.
         As her brother’s best friend, Gideon DeLancy had been in and out of her life now for
         seventeen years. She was well versed in his womanizing ways.
      

      				
      Ellie knew why women fell for him. He was an amazing looking man, confident, funny
         … rich. In fact there wasn’t a single reason not to fall for him — if you didn’t mind
         your relationships short-term and emotionless. That was why she’d kept her own childish
         crush on him so well buried; there was no happy ever after with him. It was men like
         him who gave women like her false hope.
      

      				
      A flash of scarlet skirt at his table brought her focus back. She watched as his leggy
         blond companion rose and sashayed off toward the ladies room, finally leaving him
         alone.
      

      				
      Show time.

      				
      Ellie took a deep breath, trying to calm her erratic heartbeat, and wound her way
         quickly through the tables until she stood facing him, threading her fingers together
         nervously.
      

      				
      It took a couple of seconds for him to glance up at her, but when he did, it was with
         a look of surprise in those acutely familiar bright green eyes.
      

      				
      “Gideon, you have to help me. I’m desperate.”

      				
      He leaned back in his chair, taking her in. “Ellie? What are you doing here?”

      				
      “I need to talk to you.”

      				
      “Now? I’m in the middle of something here.”

      				
      “Yeah, yeah, we both know she won’t last five minutes. They never do.”

      				
      Gideon gave the smile of a long-suffering friend used to her jibes. “I had no idea
         you took such a keen interest in my love life. If I didn’t know better I’d think you
         were jealous.”
      

      				
      The wicked gleam in his eye made her stomach do the cha-cha, raising her tension levels
         to maximum. She swallowed the glib retort that threatened to fly from her lips and
         focused instead on her carefully structured plan. “Look, Gideon, I wouldn’t ask if
         it wasn’t important.”
      

      				
      He frowned. “How did you find me? Nobody’s heard from you for months. I thought you’d
         skipped the country or something.”
      

      				
      “Your PA. I told her it was a family emergency.”

      				
      “Very enterprising — and a wicked lie considering I don’t have any family left.”

      				
      Ellie felt the mood darken, but plowed on regardless. “I know, but I needed to find
         you fast. Look, I appreciate you’re in the middle of a romantic dinner,” she cocked
         an ironic eyebrow, “but please hear me out.”
      

      				
      He put down his cutlery with a resigned sigh and gave her his full attention, his
         languid gaze sweeping her up and down. She shifted from foot to foot and tried to
         ignore the heat that curled low in her pelvis.
      

      				
      “Ellie, what are you wearing?”

      				
      She looked down at her haphazard appearance. Perhaps the lime green A-line skirt,
         red fishnets, and oversized sweater were a bit much together.
      

      				
      “It’s washing day. I just grabbed what I had clean.”

      				
      “You know you’ve only mascaraed one eye, right?” A devilish twinkle lit up his usually
         guarded eyes.
      

      				
      Her cheeks grew hot under his gaze. “Whatever, Gideon. I was in a rush, okay?”

      				
      “Too much of a rush to put on a matching pair of shoes?”

      				
      She glanced down at her feet in horror.

      				
      Damn. One black and one brown.

      				
      The bulb in her hallway had gone and she hadn’t got round to replacing it, so she’d
         dressed by the light from the kitchen. In her rush to get out of the door, she hadn’t
         checked her appearance.
      

      				
      Her face flamed even hotter, this time with embarrassment. “All right, Mr. Impeccable,
         I admit, I’m not exactly dressed for dinner at such a high-class restaurant.” She
         glanced around her, desperate to regain her cool. “Not that you’d ever find me eating
         in a place like this. Seriously, Gideon, you can get a decent meal for a lot less.”
      

      				
      “That doesn’t tend to be the point.” His eyes crinkled in mirth at her pathetic attempt
         to distract him.
      

      				
      “Look, can we focus here? It’s about Penny. She’s about to do something stupid and
         you’re the only one who can stop her.” She pulled out the vacated chair and sat down
         determinedly in it. She needed him to take her seriously now — her friend’s happiness
         depended on it.
      

      				
      Gideon watched her, a dark eyebrow raised. “Penny Gosling-Hyde?”

      				
      “The very same.”

      				
      He nodded. “Okay. Tell me.”

      				
      “She’s engaged.”

      				
      “Really? I hadn’t heard. And that’s bad why?”

      				
      “Because it’s a whirlwind romance. She only met the guy a few months ago and she’s
         talking about running off to Vegas to get married, in a few weeks.”
      

      				
      “Sounds romantic to me.”

      				
      Romantic? Since when did Gideon do romantic? She swallowed the retort and fought to
         keep her voice steady. “I don’t think romance has anything to do with it. I don’t
         like the sound of him. I’ve been hearing some bad stuff.”
      

      				
      “Wait, you haven’t met him? I thought you and Penny were best mates.”

      				
      “We were … are … I’ve been busy at work.” A thread of guilt began to unravel inside
         her.
      

      				
      “Busy feeling sorry for yourself you mean.”

      				
      “Whatever.” She brushed aside his pointed remark and the thump of sadness it provoked.
         “Can we please focus? This guy sounds like a real piece of work. He doesn’t want her
         going out without him and when I speak to her, she sounds … weird.”
      

      				
      She was pleased to see a deep frown cross his handsome face, wiping out his previously
         wry expression. “Weird, how?”
      

      				
      “I don’t know … just not like her usual bubbly self.”

      				
      “What are you trying to say?”

      				
      Ellie sighed. “I’m worried about her, Gideon. I think she’s making a huge mistake.
         She told me he doesn’t have a job and she’s paying for everything until he gets one.”
      

      				
      “Hmm. So he knows about her inheritance then?”

      				
      “What do you think?”

      				
      “No offense to Penny, but he does sound suspect.”

      				
      Ellie nodded encouragingly, hope rising in her chest. “Exactly. He’s playing her.
         Word has it he’s hugely in debt.”
      

      				
      “Word?”

      				
      “I Googled him. There are articles about bankruptcy.”

      				
      Gideon nodded slowly. “And you pointed all this out to her, I take it?”

      				
      “Of course.” Ellie looked down at her hands to avoid his gaze, hoping he wouldn’t
         push her on this.
      

      				
      “How did that go down?”

      				
      She sighed. He’d always had a way of hitting her sore spots. “Not that well. She’s
         not speaking to me.”
      

      				
      “I can’t say I’m surprised, subtlety not being one of your strengths.”

      				
      With difficulty, Ellie ignored the taunt. She needed to keep her cool if she was going
         to get him on board. “Funny thing is, I think deep down she knows it’s a ruse, but
         she’s so desperate to get married and have kids she’s ignoring her suspicions. She’s
         going to be thirty next year and her parents have put so much pressure on her, she’s
         convinced herself she’s on the shelf. She’s ripe to be taken advantage of.” Ellie
         leaned forward in her chair, capturing his gaze. “I won’t let it happen, Gideon.”
      

      				
      “So how the hell am I supposed to help?”

      				
      “You know how she feels about you. No one matches up to you in her eyes. She’ll listen
         to you.” Ego boosting with a dash of guilt was surely the key to closing the deal
         here.
      

      				
      “Oh God, this is exactly what I don’t need at the moment.” He leaned back in his chair,
         crossing his strong, tanned forearms in front of him defensively. It took Ellie a
         moment to tear her eyes away from the lean muscles that roped beneath his golden skin.
      

      				
      When she did, he was looking at her with amusement. “It’s not like I did anything
         to lead her on.”
      

      				
      “I know, you just can’t help being a massive flirt.” She wanted to bite back the words
         as soon as they escaped. It was incredibly dangerous to provoke him like this, but
         it was so tempting.
      

      				
      “You know, for a second there it sounded like you were insulting me. I’d imagine that
         would be rather counterproductive considering you’ve come looking for my help.” Gideon’s
         eyes glinted with annoyance and he ran a hand through his dark hair in agitation,
         forcing it to stand to attention. “Anyway, it’s not like I slept with her, then left
         her brokenhearted.”
      

      				
      “No, she’s probably the only girl in Bristol you haven’t done that to.”

      				
      Cut it out, Ellie. She was going to blow it if she couldn’t keep her mouth shut.
      

      				
      “Funny.”

      				
      “Look. She trusts you. You have this power over her. You can use it to make her see
         sense. Think of it like a Superhero’s power — but use it for good this time.”
      

      				
      “A Superhero, huh?” He cocked an eyebrow and produced a slow, lazy smile, sending
         a tingle of awareness though her body. She ignored it, and her erratic heartbeat.
      

      				
      “Yeah. Let it be your one good deed for the year.”

      				
      Ellie picked up the loaded fork that lay abandoned on his plate and took a tentative
         bite. “Ugh! Mushrooms.”
      

      				
      Gideon grabbed the fork away in irritation and dumped it back on his plate. “Are you
         sure we should be getting mixed up in this? She’s smart enough to know what she’s
         doing.”
      

      				
      “He’s done something to her, Gideon, and she can’t see how he’s using her.”

      				
      “How am I supposed to talk to her if she’s not allowed out alone?”

      				
      “We’ll get them to come away with us next weekend, pretend we want to celebrate the
         engagement with them or something they can’t say no to. I can distract him while you
         talk to her.” She looked straight at him. “And you can engineer a way to get him on
         his own, too, and warn him off.”
      

      				
      “Whoa, wait a second, how am I supposed to do that?”

      				
      “You know how persuasive you can be. I’m sure there’s something you can do to make
         him walk away. Everyone has their price.”
      

      				
      He looked at her aghast. “Are you seriously suggesting I pay him off?”

      				
      “I swear to God, I’ll pay you back. I’d offer him the money myself, but I’m a bit
         short at the moment.”
      

      				
      Gideon rocked his head back and let out an exasperated laugh.

      				
      “Okay Ellie, say I’m fool enough to go along with this hare-brained plan — what’s
         going to happen once we get her away from him?”
      

      				
      “Let me worry about that.”

      				
      “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      				
      “Look, I can be a shoulder to cry on, distract her enough so she doesn’t realize what
         we’ve done. Now that I’m on my own too, we can be the ‘single girls around town’ that
         we were before I met … Paul.” Her throat constricted as she said his name and she
         dropped her gaze to the table so Gideon wouldn’t see the hurt in her eyes. “Please?”
         She looked back up at him imploringly, “I’ll do anything.”
      

      				
      “Anything?” His bright, seductive eyes flashed at her, tickling her senses, and bringing
         back a feeling she hadn’t experienced in quite some time.
      

      				
      Why did it have to be him that made her react that way?

      				
      Once again, she pushed the feeling away, burying it deep.

      				
      “Within reason, Gideon. Please.”

      				
      “I don’t know, Ellie, it all sounds a bit … ”

      				
      Diplomacy lost the fight with desperation. “Gideon.” She cut him off, leaning in,
         menacingly. “I’m not budging from this chair until you agree to do this. I can make
         life very difficult for you. I’m not above a bit of stalking, and if you don’t agree
         right now, your current eye candy will have to finish her meal sitting on my lap.”
      

      				
      Ellie crossed her arms defiantly and stared across at him, her heart racing, inwardly
         begging him to relent. Maybe she’d gone too far? But desperate times called for desperate
         measures, and if he didn’t agree she had no idea what she’d do. He was her only real
         hope.
      

      				
      He regarded her for a moment with a dark, penetrating gaze. “Okay, I’ll do this for
         you, but only because your family has been so good to me.” He ran a hand over his
         closely shaved jaw. “And you’ll owe me. Deal?”
      

      				
      She hated the idea of being in debt to him, but she didn’t have any choice if she
         was going to save her friend from making a huge mistake. “Deal.”
      

      				
      Gideon nodded in acceptance, and she breathed a sigh of relief and secretly wiped
         her damp palms on the edge of the fine linen tablecloth. “Come over to my flat tomorrow,
         and I’ll explain the plan.”
      

      				
      “Whatever, just go now.”

      				
      Ellie got up to leave.

      				
      “Are you still in your Redland flat?” The carefully guarded tone of his voice halted
         her in her tracks.
      

      				
      “Yeah, I can’t bring myself to sell it yet.”

      				
      “See you at seven tomorrow then.”

      				
      “Thanks, Gideon. You won’t regret it.”

      				
      “Somehow I doubt that.”

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon knocked at the door to Ellie’s garden flat at seven on the dot, but she stood
         for a moment to collect herself before opening the door to him. She’d taken more care
         with her appearance this time, catching her unruly curls back in a band and making
         sure she’d applied make-up to both eyes — purely so he’d take her more seriously of
         course.
      

      				
      He looked great as usual, and when he leaned in to kiss her on the cheek, she had
         to turn away so he wouldn’t notice the tell-tale flush she felt sure was lighting
         up her face like a warning beacon.
      

      				
      She made for the kitchen and felt him follow her into the depths of her chaotic flat.

      				
      “I can’t believe it’s a year since I’ve been here. It looks exactly the same.” His
         deep voice seemed to further warm the air around her. It took all her willpower to
         remain casual.
      

      				
      She hated how he made her feel. She knew what he was really like beneath that charming
         persona: arrogant, self-serving, and egotistical.
      

      				
      So why did she still want to jump his bones?

      				
      She turned to face him, noticing his gaze sweeping around the ordered chaos of the
         room and raised her eyebrows, motioning the letter ‘T’ with her fingers.
      

      				
      “I’d love one. Milk, no sugar.”

      				
      “I remember.” She moved through into the tiny kitchenette.

      				
      “Hmm. A bit different in here though,” he said, looking around the brightly colored
         walls. They had previously been plastered with photos but there were now obvious gaps
         where pictures had been recently removed or ripped in two.
      

      				
      “I needed a change of scene.”

      				
      There was a flash of concern in his expression, which made her uneasy. She hated to
         think of him judging her.
      

      				
      “Clearly,” he said, pressing his fingers against an old photo of her at University.

      				
      He moved away and leaned casually against the work surface, watching her performing
         the tea ritual. She wished he’d stop looking at her; he was making her nervous. He
         seemed to fill the tiny space with his dominating presence, and she was hyper aware
         of the magnetic-like pull he radiated, drawing all her senses toward him.
      

      				
      When she turned back to him, his gaze scanned her face, his brow furrowed. “I can’t
         believe I haven’t seen you since that birthday party here.”
      

      				
      “You can say his name. I’m not going to go all weepy on you. I’m totally over him.”
         Ellie tried for “staunchly defiant,” but gave herself away when tears welled in her
         eyes.
      

      				
      Gideon sized her up, as if trying to decide something, before turning back to look
         at the wall, mercifully giving her time to collect herself.
      

      				
      “It’s great to see you interested in something outside these four walls again. I thought
         you were never coming out of that hermit’s shell you’ve been hiding in.”
      

      				
      “Yeah, well, Penny’s important to me. She was great after Paul left. I don’t know
         what I’d have done without her.” She shook her head, trying to fling away the sadness
         that had begun to bear down like a lead beret.
      

      				
      “Are you sure you want to do this? It’s a bit over the top. Perhaps you’re over-reacting
         because of what happened with Paul,” he said.
      

      				
      She gripped her mug tightly and fought for control. The last thing she wanted was
         to break down in front of him. “Look, all we need to do is highlight his weaknesses
         and make sure Penny stops to think about what she’s doing. Then, once she realizes
         his game, get the bastard where it hurts and send him on his way, pronto.”
      

      				
      He flashed a smile. “I’ve got to hand it to you, I never thought you had an evil streak.
         It’s quite refreshing.”
      

      				
      She felt him watch her as she took a sip of her tea, intensely aware of how chaotic
         she must seem to him.
      

      				
      For years, she’d watched from the sidelines as he’d dazzled every woman he came within
         ten feet of, winning them over with his easy charm and stunning looks. He had a way
         of making even the plainest girls feel beautiful. She’d seen it in their faces when
         he talked to them. He flattered and excited them, making every one of them fall in
         love with him. It was his special talent, one that he took full advantage of and used
         regularly. Except on her. For some reason he’d never shown her the same interest,
         given her the same attention as the others that flocked round him, desperate for his
         praise.
      

      				
      The thought of him questioning her reasons made Ellie uncomfortable, but he didn’t
         know the full story of her break up — nobody but Penny did, not even her parents —
         and she wanted to keep it that way.
      

      				
      “So where are we carrying out this ambush?” His question jolted her out of her train
         of thought.
      

      				
      “I haven’t figured that out yet. We need somewhere away from his comfort zone, somewhere
         he can’t run away from easily.”
      

      				
      “We’ll use my house in the country.”

      				
      She looked at him in surprise. “Seriously? I thought it was still being renovated.”

      				
      “Finished, as of last week. I need to do some checks on the building works, so I’m
         going down there anyway.”
      

      				
      “That would be perfect.”

      				
      “No problem.”

      				
      She’d never been to his family home before. He’d never even invited her brother to
         visit him there, so his offer was both astonishing and exciting in equal parts. After
         his grandparents passed away within months of each other last year, he’d set about
         stripping the place and renovating it to his own taste, eradicating any trace of them.
      

      				
      How must it feel to want to eliminate all signs of your family? The idea of it made
         her shiver. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like not to have her family around.
      

      				
      She found her gaze lingering with his but turned away quickly, her heart sending disturbingly
         heavy thumps up into her throat.
      

      				
      He moved away into the living area and she heard the sofa cushions groan as he sat
         down. She was so tense, her body felt like a tightly coiled spring on the verge of
         pinging loose. This was ridiculous. It was just Gideon, playboy extraordinaire and
         long-time breaker of hearts. She would be mad to let him get under her skin. She needed
         to pull herself together.
      

      				
      “So, how do we get them there without it seeming too contrived?” His question made
         her jump. “We don’t want her to see straight through it.”
      

      				
      She threw her shoulders back and turned as casually as she could to face him. “I’ll
         phone her and say I bumped into you, and you suggested we all celebrate her engagement
         at your house for a long weekend before she gets married. I’ll ask my brother and
         Ali to come too, I doubt my parents will make it, but it’ll be like old times, all
         of us holidaying together.”
      

      				
      Gideon sighed. “Do we really need to drag Gareth into this?”

      				
      “We need it to sound feasible. She’ll think it’s strange if it’s just you and me.”
         A hot flush crept up her neck again at the mere suggestion of the two of them participating
         in anything together. This was ridiculous. How was she going to pull this off if she
         constantly had to hide her face from Gideon?
      

      				
      “Remind me never to get on the wrong side of you,” he said.

      				
      Ellie shot a quick grin in his direction, then focused back on her plan. “Okay. We
         need to figure out how we start the charm assault. Then how we move on gradually to
         the undermining attack until we’ve got him by the balls.”
      

      				
      “Ellie?”

      				
      “Hmm?”

      				
      “You’re scaring me.”

      				
      She turned to find him smiling at her, and tried hard to concentrate on a rogue piece
         of hair sticking up on his head and not the way his mouth quirked at the corner.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      One week later Gideon’s car made its leisurely way along a winding road, passing through
         jaw-droppingly beautiful countryside. Ellie was too caught up in her plans and schemes
         to notice the magnificence of the surroundings.
      

      				
      “I think we’ve worked out the best way to make the intervention a success, but we
         might need to improvise at points as time’s against us.”
      

      				
      Gideon glanced over at her as she leafed through the notebook that contained the details
         of “Code-name Expose and Destroy,” as they’d begun to refer to it.
      

      				
      “You know, it’s starting to sound like a murder mystery weekend. You’re not going
         to ask me to wear a fake mustache and cravat are you?”
      

      				
      Ellie grinned at him “I was thinking more tight trousers and flexing muscles.”

      				
      Gideon looked aghast. “Christ.”

      				
      The air between them felt heavy with a sexual undercurrent — or was she just imagining
         it? It occurred to her that she couldn’t think of a single time before this when she
         and Gideon had been alone together. Previously, they’d always been surrounded by friends
         or family, which had made it easy for her to draw away from him.
      

      				
      Gideon’s deep tones broke into her thoughts. “So how did you manage to persuade Penny
         to come? I thought she wasn’t talking to you.”
      

      				
      The plan. She needed to focus on the plan. “I groveled. It wasn’t pretty.”

      				
      “I can imagine.”

      				
      “She was really pleased when I told her you’d offered your house. She’s looking forward
         to seeing you again.”
      

      				
      “It’ll be good to see her, too. It’s been ages.”

      				
      Ellie stared out of the window, recalling the fun they’d had on the family holidays
         together. She and Penny had worshiped Gideon when they were young. He made their time
         together hum with excitement and promise. The throb that had begun low in her pelvis
         the moment she’d got into the car with him intensified.
      

      				
      “So, are you going to be able to cope without a bevy of beautiful babes to seduce
         this weekend?” It was impossible for her not to rib him.
      

      				
      He raised a sardonic eyebrow. “You know you’ve got a worryingly skewed idea about
         how I run my love life.”
      

      				
      Ellie cleared her throat uncomfortably. “Hmm. I’d hate to see your bedpost — it must
         be in bits by now.”
      

      				
      “Come over some time and see for yourself.”

      				
      She looked sharply over at him. Was he flirting with her? The thought sent an unwelcome
         frisson of excitement straight to her nerve endings. Surely he couldn’t be. He’d never
         taken the slightest bit of interest in her as a woman before; why would he start now?
         He must be doing it to wind her up; that was the only feasible explanation.
      

      				
      He glanced over and she had to avert her face so he didn’t see how flustered she was.
         She couldn’t deal with this teasing conversation. Not here. Not now. She was acutely
         aware of his hard thigh only inches away from her own. The air held his scent; clean
         with an underlying spicy undertone. It made her head swim.
      

      				
      “No thanks, people might talk and I couldn’t stand the shame.”

      				
      She jumped as he shifted gear and his hand skimmed tantalizingly close to her knee.
         The low throb moved further down her pelvis. Where was her focus when she needed it?
      

      				
      Regarding him out of the corner of her eye, she felt a stab of arousal at the teasing
         smile on his handsome face. She cleared her throat again, suddenly aware of how loud
         it sounded in the confines of the car. “So Gareth and Ali can’t come until the last
         day, but Penny and Will should be arriving about eight tonight.” Her voice sounded
         strained to her, but Gideon didn’t comment on it.
      

      				
      “Well, we’ll be ready for them.” He smiled, his sensual mouth widening to reveal straight
         rows of pearly white teeth.
      

      				
      Ellie wrenched her gaze away and took a deep, calming breath.

      				
      • • •

      				
      After twenty more minutes of driving past tall hedges and down narrow lanes, Gideon
         finally swung into an unmarked private road. They bumped down a track dominated on
         each side by ancient oak trees, their grand branches forming a tunnel blocking out
         most of the light, until they fell away and the road opened out onto a sweeping drive.
         The handsome red brick manor house swung into view, and Ellie let out a low whistle
         of appreciation.
      

      				
      “Nice. You really are Lord of the Manor.”

      				
      “Hardly.”

      				
      “But your grandparents were titled, weren’t they?”

      				
      She glanced over at him as an expression of discomfort flashed across his angular
         face.
      

      				
      “I don’t use it.”

      				
      “Surely it’s a prime pulling tool though.”

      				
      Gideon swung up to the front of the grand facade of the house and jammed on the hand
         brake. He turned to capture her gaze, leaning in to her, only inches away, locking
         his eyes with hers. The air crackled between them.
      

      				
      “You can tease all you want, Ellie, but you’re not getting a rise out of me.” His
         emerald eyes changed color as a shaft of sunlight streamed in through the windscreen,
         his irises flaring from dark to light.
      

      				
      Ellie swallowed a lump in her throat. “We’ll see.” She jumped out of the car quickly,
         before the strangely charged atmosphere drove her do or say something stupid.
      

      				
      She could see why so many women fell at his feet. She wouldn’t though. He was the
         exact opposite of what she wanted in a partner. She needed someone she could rely
         on. Someone who wasn’t going to walk away without a backward glance — and anyway,
         she couldn’t stand the humiliation of him getting the better of her. She was sure
         the only reason they’d remained friends was because he actually liked her cool, glib
         taunting and found her refreshing after the simpering women he usually surrounded
         himself with. Refreshing, but not sexy. Not sensual or foxy. Just straight and honest
         and … well, Ellie.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon watched as Ellie strode toward the house, gazing up at the grand facade in
         wonder. Her movements were slightly awkward as if she knew she was being watched and
         he felt a stir of something not unlike desire at the thought. He checked himself.
         This was Ellie, the crazy kid sister of his best friend, who he still thought of as
         being eleven years old with her wild curls and tomboy figure.
      

      				
      Except she wasn’t any more.

      				
      Over the years, she’d blossomed into a striking looking woman, with sensuous curves
         and dips in all the right places.
      

      				
      He imagined exactly how she’d look under those oversized clothes; how her breasts
         would be softly curved and high, how they would feel under his hands. He mentally
         shook himself. Just friends — that was what they were. Her disapproving tone earlier
         had provoked him into flirting with her, just to watch her squirm, but he wasn’t seriously
         entertaining the idea. Was he?
      

      				
      No. She was off limits.

      				
      Gareth would kill him if he made a move on his sister, and anyway, he made a point
         of never sleeping with his friends. It made things too complicated.
      

      				
      Besides, she’d made it perfectly clear she felt no attraction to him whatsoever.

      				
      A soft voice in his head whispered something about a challenge. He let it live there
         for a moment before getting out of the car and walking around to the boot.
      

      				
      He needed to keep focus. He’d only agreed to this hare-brained scheme, or appeared
         to, to keep her out of trouble and save her family from more stress and heartache.
      

      				
      He was acutely aware of the debt he owed Ellie’s family, and the least he could do
         was stop her from making a fool of herself and losing her best friend, along with
         her mind, in the process.
      

      				
      The end of her last relationship had obviously knocked the wind out of her, and she
         was probably projecting her anger about it onto Penny’s fiancé. He needed to gauge
         for himself if this guy was for real before deciding on the best course of action.
      

      				
      A loud ringing came from Ellie’s bag. She whipped out her mobile and answered it,
         turning her back on him and walking away toward the gardens.
      

      				
      He watched her go, her corkscrew curls hanging halfway down her back, and he found
         himself longing to gather them up in his hands.
      

      				
      What the hell was wrong with him? He’d never looked at Ellie this way before, but
         now he had, he was having immense trouble looking away.
      

      				
      She returned a moment later looking rather pink about the cheeks and wild eyed.

      				
      “What’s wrong?” For a moment Gideon was terrified someone had been hurt, and a throb
         of fear lodged in his throat. A memory of standing in the drawing room of the manor
         after his grandparents had told him about his parents being killed niggled its way
         forward, but he pushed it back mercilessly into the recesses of his brain.
      

      				
      “They’re not coming.”

      				
      The fear subsided, leaving an itch of irritation. “Not at all?”

      				
      “No. I mean yes, they’re coming tomorrow instead.” She ran an agitated hand though
         her curls. “Will arranged for them to see other friends ages ago apparently, and they
         can’t get out of it.” She didn’t even try to hide the angry disbelief in her voice.
         “We came down too early and it’s too far to go back now.”
      

      				
      “Why would we want to go back? We can use this opportunity to relax. I’m sure we’ll
         find some way to pass the time.” A look of uncertainty flashed across Ellie’s face
         and he realized he’d slipped into flirting with her again. He wondered how hard he’d
         have to push to get the required reaction out of her.
      

      				
      It was an intriguing thought.

      				
      She’d never been touchy-feely with him, which was probably a good thing; it enabled
         him to keep her compartmentalized as his best friend’s sister and safely at a distance.
         Although, standing here in front of him, her big blue eyes staring sadly back at him,
         her soft lips parted, he was suddenly and unexpectedly hit by a wave of sexual heat
         that squeezed the air from his lungs and coursed like fire through his veins. He slammed
         a lid on it.
      

      				
      He seriously needed to sort out his love life if he was reduced to lusting after one
         of his oldest friends. He forced himself to smile casually at her, relieved she wasn’t
         able to read his mind and see all the tantalizing images that had just flashed through
         it.
      

      				
      He needed to rein himself in here. Anything other than straight friendship would cause
         all sorts of trouble and strife. There would be knock-on effects that weren’t worth
         the risk. He needed to keep his distance. This weekend was going to be a real challenge.
      

      	
   
      
      
Chapter Two

      				
      Before Ellie had a chance to reply to his unsettling statement, Gideon turned away
         and opened up the back of the car, hauling his bag out and swinging it easily onto
         his shoulder, before grabbing a couple of carriers of shopping. She walked over to
         where he stood to grab her own bag and stared in puzzlement into the now empty boot.
      

      				
      “Gideon, where’s my case?”

      				
      He frowned at her. “I thought you put it in the boot.”

      				
      “No, I asked you to put it in.”

      				
      “No, you didn’t.” He shook his head slowly. “You said ‘I’ll put my case in the boot,
         okay?’ I heard you.”
      

      				
      “No.” Ellie fought to keep the exasperation out of her voice. “I said, ‘Put my case
         in the boot, okay?’”
      

      				
      “Ah.”

      				
      “Gideon! What am I supposed to wear? Bin bags?”

      				
      “Well, to be honest Ellie, a bin bag would be an improvement on some of the outfits
         I’ve seen you in recently. What happened? You used to be so stylish.”
      

      				
      It took a moment for the panic to abate before she felt capable of answering. “I could
         kill you.”
      

      				
      “Ah, come on, it’s not that bad. Think of it as a good excuse to revamp your wardrobe.”

      				
      “With what? I’m not made of money you know, and it’s not like we’re in the middle
         of a shopping Mecca here. The nearest town’s miles away.” She kicked at some loose
         stones in the driveway in frustration, and watched them skitter away from her.
      

      				
      “Listen,” he murmured, try to placate her, a bemused grin lighting up his handsome
         face, “there are some of my sister’s old clothes in one of the wardrobes upstairs.
         I found them in the attic. I guess my grandmother never got round to giving them to
         the charity shop.”
      

      				
      “Great. Thanks a lot. So I’m reduced to wearing your sister’s cast-offs. Did you do
         this on purpose? I wouldn’t put it past you.”
      

      				
      “No, Ellie, I didn’t. Anyway, Harriet’s stuff is pretty decent. She was always a bit
         of a clotheshorse. Our grandmother wouldn’t let her step out of the house in anything
         less than designer. I’m sure there’ll be something you like. She had good taste.”
      

      				
      “Hmph.”

      				
      “Although, apparently your taste’s gone missing, so we may be in trouble.”

      				
      She stared down at the ground as unwanted tears sprung to her eyes. “Kick me while
         I’m down, why don’t you.”
      

      				
      To be fair to him, he had a point. She hadn’t been paying much attention to her appearance
         for quite some time. Somehow it hadn’t seemed important any more, but that didn’t
         stop the sting of hurt his words brought.
      

      				
      Gideon must have realized he’d gone too far when she wouldn’t look at him because
         his voice softened and he touched her gently on the arm. “Come on, cheer up. I’ll
         buy you a new outfit once we venture out into civilization. You can’t say fairer than
         that.”
      

      				
      “Okay,” Ellie agreed grumpily. The skin on her arm tingled where he’d touched her.

      				
      “Let’s get inside and dump our stuff … my stuff.” He tried hard to keep from smiling.
         “I’ll get the kettle on. A cup of tea will sort you right out.”
      

      				
      “Fine. But I’m cooking tonight. I don’t think I could stomach another ’Gideon’s Slop’
         meal. Especially as the nearest hospital appears to be at least twenty miles away.”
      

      				
      He affected a look of abject hurt. “I’ll have you know I’m an excellent cook. Anyway,
         I have other talents I consider much more useful.”
      

      				
      Ellie’s stomach dropped away. His gentle innuendos were doing nothing to calm her
         erratic heartbeat.
      

      				
      “You’re incorrigible,” was all she could muster.

      				
      She was finding it an increasing strain to relax around him, but she had to get it
         together if they had any hope in pulling off their plan. For years she’d teased and
         berated him to prove he didn’t get under her skin. She was determined not to give
         herself away now.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon reminded himself he needed to be more careful with Ellie. She wasn’t someone
         he should be toying with, but he didn’t seem to be able to stop himself. He jostled
         her gently, trying to undo the damage.
      

      				
      “I was talking about my sparkling repartee.”

      				
      He laughed as Ellie raised an eyebrow at him. “Come on. One night alone with me can’t
         be that bad. I promise, I will be a perfect gentleman.” He laid on the sarcasm, but
         somehow it failed to dispel the unnerving undertone of possibility he’d created.
      

      				
      This was going to be a long night.

      				
      Motioning her to follow him, he unlocked the heavy oak door and led her into the hallway.

      				
      He was aware of feeling uncharacteristically unnerved around her and it seemed to
         be making him act rashly. If he was going ahead with this crazy plan, he needed to
         be driving it; if there’s one thing he hated, it was being out of control.
      

      				
      Being in the manor house brought back the memories that still haunted him. After losing
         both his parents when he was eight years old, he’d only spent holidays here hiding
         from his strict grandparents. The twang of unease as he walked inside made him shiver.
         His strongest memory was standing here in the hallway, his bags at his feet as he
         waited to be driven off to boarding school only weeks after his parents had died.
      

      				
      He’d reacted by getting into trouble for the next three years and had almost been
         expelled. He didn’t know what would have happened to him if Ellie’s brother — a day
         boy at the school — hadn’t taken him under his wing. He was understandably messed
         up for a long time, but after meeting Gareth’s family and being so warmly accepted
         into their home, he’d finally found the strength to deal with his grief one baby-step
         at a time.
      

      				
      Ellie’s parents had been shocked at his grandparents’ lack of interest in him and
         had taken him under their wing, inviting him for meals and sometimes to stay with
         them in the holidays. He’d even spent Christmas with them, and he’d be forever grateful
         for their kindness.
      

      				
      He watched as Ellie looked around the grand hallway of his home and felt a rush of
         affection toward her. After not laying eyes on her for months, he’d been appalled
         to see how little care she’d taken with her appearance when she’d turned up in the
         restaurant. When she was young she’d always taken such pride in the way she looked,
         but you wouldn’t know that to look at her now.
      

      				
      He was surprised she’d come to him, too. He couldn’t remember a single time since
         he’d met her seventeen years ago when she’d dropped that proud front to ask for help.
      

      				
      Especially not from him.

      				
      He’d spent the last couple of days talking himself in and out of her crazy scheme
         and had finally come to the uncomfortable conclusion that he couldn’t let her down.
      

      				
      This problem with Penny had obviously fired her up enough to finally get her out of
         the house for something other than work, which had to be a good thing. Perhaps it
         would permanently coax her out of hiding.
      

      				
      He knew her family was worried about how she’d cut herself off from them over the
         last six months, and that really said something. The Holdsworthys were the closest-knit
         family he knew. Their support and love had been invaluable to him, and now it seemed
         the perfect opportunity to pay back some of that perturbing debt had fallen straight
         into his lap.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      “How many bedrooms did you say you have here?”

      				
      “Twelve.”

      				
      “Wow.” Ellie stood in the impressive entrance hall, her gaze following the grand sweep
         of the staircase to the magnificent stained glass windows above them. “What are you
         going to use them all for? Sleep in a different one every month of the year?” She
         ran her hands over the highly polished wooden banister; it felt beautifully sleek
         under her fingers.
      

      				
      “Trust you to think of something as loopy as that.” He grinned over at her. “You’d
         do that if you had the chance.”
      

      				
      “Of course.” She grinned back at him and looked away quickly as the idea of christening
         each of the rooms with him flitted through her mind. The thought made her breath catch
         in her throat.
      

      				
      “I’m going to drop the shopping in the kitchen, then I’ll give you the grand tour.”

      				
      “I’ll come with you. I love kitchens; they’re always the best room in the house.”

      				
      “Suit yourself. It’s this way.”

      				
      Ellie watched him stride away, a shopping bag slung over each arm. He moved with utter
         confidence. His lean, fit body gave him the appearance of an athlete and his well-honed
         muscles made him graceful, but powerful. Plus, he was one of those annoying people
         who had a knack of looking good in whatever he chose to wear.
      

      				
      Ellie had the opposite effect on clothes since she’d turned sixteen and found herself
         lumped with overgenerous breasts and hips. Very little seemed to suit her so she clung
         to what did with a vengeance. She hated shopping for new clothes now. She despised
         her awkward shape, which gave her a cartoonish look if she tried on anything tight-fitting.
         Paul had always laughed at her when she tried to look glam, so she’d stopped trying.
      

      				
      With a shock, she realized Gideon was looking back at her expectantly. “Well? Are
         you coming?”
      

      				
      “Yes, sorry, I was miles away.” She hurried after him, annoyed to be caught staring
         at his ass. That was just the sort of thing that would give her away and she really
         couldn’t afford to do that. If he even had an inkling about how attractive she found
         him, she’d never hear the end of it. It would be ridiculing fodder for years.
      

      				
      Anyway, she was well and truly off men right now.

      				
      The kitchen was impressive, but in a completely baffling way. Ellie had expected all
         dark, glossy cupboards, marble worktops, and shiny metallic appliances. This looked
         like a kitchen that someone would actually cook in. The Shaker-style furniture, terracotta
         flagstones, and slightly battered looking racing-green aga gave it a homely feel.
         An overstuffed cream-colored sofa stood at one end and a scrubbed, reclaimed pine
         table at the other.
      

      				
      “Nice.”

      				
      “You like it? Good. I wanted it to be a room I could live in. I used to spend a lot
         of my time in this kitchen when I was young, hiding out from my grandparents.” He
         leaned casually back against the work-surface.
      

      				
      “Really? I never thought of you as a kitchen person. You’re very much a living room
         person in my head. So tell me, if you spent so much time in the kitchen, how come
         you’re such an awful cook?”
      

      				
      “I’m not.”

      				
      “No? I seem to recall a particularly atrocious meal a couple of years ago that you
         foisted on us at my parents’ house.”
      

      				
      “That was Gareth. I was trying to teach him one of my recipes, but he ended up drinking
         most of the cooking wine and got the measurements wrong.”
      

      				
      “If that’s true, why the hell did you take the blame for it?”

      				
      “I dunno, I thought he deserved a break. He was pretty gutted about getting it wrong.
         He tried hard, you know, but he was nervous about impressing Ali.”
      

      				
      “Oh yeah, it was the first time she’d met my parents. No wonder he kept quiet. That’s
         sweet. She knows the truth now though after living with him for a couple of years.”
      

      				
      “Sure does, poor girl.”

      				
      They grinned at each other and the silence grew heavy around them. Ellie’s heart beat
         hard against her chest in the pause. She tapped her fingers nervously against the
         work-surface.
      

      				
      “That was kind of you.”

      				
      “Thank you. That means a lot coming from you.” His eyes hinted at surprise.

      				
      A strange hum tracked along her nerves, momentarily disorientating her. She needed
         to return things to normal but the discovery of his unexpected generosity had thrown
         her.
      

      				
      She’d always thought of him as being self-obsessed, but that one kindness to her brother
         made her question herself. It was as if she’d discovered a deep, dark secret about
         him, which was ridiculous really, but his actions seemed so human, so basic. In her
         caustic opinion of him, she’d never endowed him with such thoughtful characteristics.
         The Superhero thing had been a jibe, but she realized now that she’d genuinely thought
         of him in those terms. A gifted loner whose self-obsession would always be his downfall.
      

      				
      “Ellie?”

      				
      “Hmm?”

      				
      Gideon’s raised eyebrow told her she’d zoned out again and she needed to pull herself
         together, and fast.
      

      				
      “You want to see the rest of the place?”

      				
      “Yeah, sure.”

      				
      “Follow me.”

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon walked her through the ground floor of the large manor, taking her into room
         after room; the breakfast room, the library, the sitting room, the drawing room …
         they went on and on, each one more impressive than the last.
      

      				
      “Wow. I hope you’ve got a cleaner because you could spend your whole life keeping
         this place straight.”
      

      				
      “I have a team of them.”

      				
      “How much money do you actually have, Gideon? Are you a secret millionaire or something?”

      				
      “No. Not a secret one.” The look on her face made him laugh, his deep tones echoing
         round the hallway.
      

      				
      “I had no idea.”

      				
      “Why would you?”

      				
      “I don’t know. I’ve never thought of you in those terms. I know you work hard and
         that your family were rich. You’ve just never acted like a rich person before.”
      

      				
      “With good reason.”

      				
      Ellie shook her head. “No wonder you have so many women dripping off your arm.”

      				
      A dark expression flashed across Gideon’s face. “Let’s go upstairs. I’ll find those
         clothes out for you.”
      

      				
      The sudden change in the atmosphere unnerved her. She realized she’d hit on a touchy
         subject and thought it best to file it away under “best left well alone.”
      

      				
      Gideon was already halfway up the stairs so she mounted them and hurried after him.
         He led her to a door at the end of the sweeping landing and opened it to reveal a
         small, neat room, flooded with soft light that housed an antique wooden wardrobe and
         a freestanding mirror.
      

      				
      “The dressing room.”

      				
      He opened the doors of the wardrobe to reveal neat rows of clothes on hangers, and
         carefully folded piles of sweaters and jeans.
      

      				
      “Wow. Your sister left all her clothes here when she disappeared?” Ellie ran her hands
         over the row of clothes in wonder.
      

      				
      “Yeah. She saw a chance and took it.”

      				
      “And you’ve never heard from her?”

      				
      He crossed his arms and gave a small shrug. “No.”

      				
      A shiver tracked up her spine at the thought of how devastated she’d feel if it had
         been her left behind in a loveless household. “What did your grandparents say?”
      

      				
      “Nothing. It was like she’d never existed.”

      				
      “Wow, that’s cold.”

      				
      “That was my grandparents. She committed the ultimate sin, falling in love with someone
         they considered to be a low life. They’d never have let her marry him if she’d stayed.
         She’d have been miserable. I don’t blame her for going.”
      

      				
      “But what about you?”

      				
      “What about me?”

      				
      “Didn’t she miss you?”

      				
      “Apparently not.” His face revealed nothing of the hurt she knew must be there, digging
         into his heart.
      

      				
      “I’m sorry.” Ellie thought about her haphazard family, and with a pang of guilt, how
         much she would miss them if they weren’t around anymore. No wonder Gideon had spent
         so much time at their place, if all he had left in the way of family were grandparents
         who hid him away at boarding school at age eight.
      

      				
      She almost went to put her arms around him, to pull him in close, but stopped herself.
         Their relationship was already precariously balanced as it was and she’d be totally
         humiliated if he pushed her away.
      

      				
      He took a step backward, breaking the moment. “Anyway, help yourself. When you’ve
         chosen what you want, take them into the room two doors down — that’s your bedroom
         while you’re here.”
      

      				
      “Thanks.” She turned back to rifle through the rail, grateful for the chance to be
         on her own for a few minutes. Just being in the same room as him made her jittery.
      

      				
      Pulling out a pair of jeans and a cardigan, she turned back to see him still there.

      				
      “Are you going to watch me undress?” It was meant to be a joke, but it had a strange
         effect on her and she felt her body flood with longing; her panties growing damp.
      

      				
      Gideon cleared his throat. “No, of course not. I’ll get started on the dinner. Risotto
         okay for you?”
      

      				
      “Great.” He turned to go, “Gideon? Thanks. For all of this I mean.”

      				
      “No problem.” His mouth curved into a lopsided grin and he strode out.

      				
      Ellie exhaled and rested her head against the polished wood of the wardrobe door.
         Torture. That was what it was. She shook herself vigorously and grabbed a soft duck
         egg blue t-shirt to try on.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon paused on the landing and leant on the rail, looking down into the hallway
         of the house that still held so many painful memories for him. Seeing Ellie looking
         through his sister’s old stuff, then answering her question about Harriet brought
         back more of the old feelings he’d tried to forget.
      

      				
      Even though he understood why Harriet had left him there, he couldn’t forgive her
         for never contacting him again. It was as if she’d lumped him in with their grandparent’s
         heartless behavior and blamed him for how things had turned out. Or maybe he was too
         painful a reminder of what they once had.
      

      				
      They’d never been particularly close — their age difference hadn’t helped that — but
         they were still family. He hadn’t tried to find her out of pride. She clearly didn’t
         want to have anything to do with him, so he’d decided he didn’t care about seeing
         her again.
      

      				
      Being back here brought back flashes of the pain and loneliness he’d felt for a lot
         of his young life. It made him mad to see how cavalier Ellie was about pushing her
         family away when all they wanted to do was help and support her.
      

      				
      Perhaps he should be a bit more forceful about pointing this out to her? After all,
         he had a lot of experience on the flip side.
      

      				
      Walking back to the dressing room, he decided to be straight with Ellie about how
         he felt about Harriet and hope she took something away from it that might make her
         think about her own family.
      

      				
      The door had swung back on its hinges so it stood half open, and as he approached
         he could see Ellie as she pulled a t-shirt over her head and dropped it casually onto
         the floor.
      

      				
      Blood pounded through his veins as he took in the curve of her pale shoulder against
         the soft light that poured in through the window.
      

      				
      He stopped short, caught in the sensual grip of the moment.

      				
      She turned so her profile was to him and his eyes dipped to the swell of her breasts,
         encased in a simple white cotton bra. He felt himself harden uncomfortably, his breath
         coming in short bursts while his libido raged at him.
      

      				
      She had an amazing figure, just as he’d predicted. All gentle curves; with long, lean
         legs and magnificent, pert breasts. He found himself itching to march in there and
         unsnap that bra so he could get his hands on her.
      

      				
      This was ridiculous. He was spying on her like some teenage peeping Tom. It had to
         stop. He backed away quietly in case his movements drew attention to his lingering
         and softly padded downstairs, focusing on a particularly tricky business problem,
         an issue with the heating system, the nine times table, anything to banish the image
         of Ellie’s tantalizing body and his own body’s hard response to it.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      The wonderful aroma of the risotto hit Ellie’s nostrils as she walked into the kitchen.

      				
      She was wearing some of the new clothes she’d selected, but had put her baggy sweater
         back on because they were all tight fitting and she felt a bit strange about wearing
         them in front of Gideon. She gave him a surreptitious look but he seemed engrossed
         in what he was doing at the stove.
      

      				
      She poked around the cupboards and drawers, examining the supplies, to give herself
         something to do while she waited for the food to be ready.
      

      				
      “We probably haven’t got enough for the whole weekend here. Should we go shopping
         tomorrow?”
      

      				
      Gideon glanced up from his interminable stirring. “Yeah, okay. There’s a good supermarket
         ten miles away. We’ll drive over in the morning and stock up. Pour some wine, will
         you?”
      

      				
      Ellie nodded and opened the bottle, pouring generous measures into the two glasses
         he’d put out, before putting them on the table. “How long for food? I’m starving.”
      

      				
      “It’s ready. Pass me those bowls.”

      				
      Ellie handed the crockery over and watched him spoon large mounds of soft rice into
         them, her stomach rumbling in appreciation at the sight. Gideon handed her a bowl,
         grabbed the baguette from the side and took his food over to the table.
      

      				
      Sitting down, he tore some bread for himself, then for Ellie, before digging in. Ellie
         followed his lead, spooning the delicious mixture into her mouth without a break until
         her bowl was empty.
      

      				
      “So, not the slop you expected?” Gideon’s bright eyes flashed at her and she grinned
         back.
      

      				
      “No. That was delicious, thanks.”

      				
      “You’re welcome.” He leaned back comfortably in his chair, taking a long sip of his
         wine, and watched her scrape up the last of the sauce with some bread, a frown creasing
         his brow.
      

      				
      “When did you last see your family, Ellie?”

      				
      Something twisted in her chest. “A while ago. I’ve been a bit busy recently, so I
         haven’t spoken to anyone for a while.” She picked up her own wine and took a large
         gulp.
      

      				
      Gideon nodded, a frown marring his handsome face. “So how long has it been since Paul
         left?”
      

      				
      A thud of pain made her stomach constrict. “Six months.”

      				
      “And you haven’t been out with anyone since?”

      				
      “No. I told you, I’ve been busy.”

      				
      “Busy being stubborn.”

      				
      Ellie glanced over at him; unsure whether he was teasing her. Gideon looked back steadily,
         the underlying worry in his eyes niggling her senses and causing a shot of anger to
         fire through her.
      

      				
      “You have no idea what you’re talking about, Gideon. You don’t know what it’s like
         to come home one day, thinking everything’s fine, to find out the person who’s supposed
         to love you has left.”
      

      				
      His eyes darkened as she glared at him. The rage she’d been feeling recently flooded
         her veins and she barely took in his closed, nonchalant expression. At that moment
         she hated him. Hated the way he tossed women aside like pieces of rubbish when he’d
         finished with them. How could he not know how much it hurt to be treated like that?
         The venom in her veins spurred her on, even though she sensed his anger radiating
         back at her from his side of the table.
      

      				
      “How come you’re still single? I would have thought such an eligible bachelor would
         have been snapped up long ago.” Her tone was so caustic she almost burned herself.
      

      				
      To her annoyance, Gideon just laughed and brushed a hand through his hair.

      				
      “If I had a penny for the number of times I’ve been asked that, I’d be a millionaire.
         No, wait, I am a millionaire.”
      

      				
      “Such wit.” Ellie shook her head and gently kicked his leg under the table. It was
         impossible to stay angry with him for long. “What is it about them you don’t like?”
      

      				
      “Who?”

      				
      “Your women. What do they do to make you leave them?”

      				
      He snorted. “My relationships haven’t worked out for all sorts of reasons. Everyone’s
         different, you know.” He poured more wine into their glasses.
      

      				
      “Really? I’d say most of your girlfriends came from the same gene pool.”

      				
      “My love life isn’t any of your business.”

      				
      His voice was light but she detected a warning in his eyes. But she couldn’t let it
         drop; it was like a compulsion to push on with the conversation, despite Gideon’s
         obvious annoyance. “No, seriously. How do you expect to find someone you like if you
         keep going for the same type of woman over and over again? It’s like you deliberately
         pick the stupid ones so you can justify getting rid of them quickly.”
      

      				
      “I don’t hide and I don’t lie, Ellie. I never make them any promises.” He leant toward
         her now, his gaze locked with hers. She had to look away and took another pull of
         wine to steady her nerves.
      

      				
      “It doesn’t exist, you know,” she said.

      				
      “What?”

      				
      “The perfect relationship.”

      				
      “I know.”

      				
      “Do you?”

      				
      “Look. I want to get married, eventually. I haven’t found the right person yet,” he
         said, flicking a grain of rice off the table.
      

      				
      “You’ve had a lot of practice though.”

      				
      “Hey, that’s not fair. I’m not going to just plump for the next person that comes
         along. I take the idea of marriage very seriously.”
      

      				
      “Too seriously.”

      				
      “You’re committing to this person for a long time so you’ve got to be sure.”

      				
      “Is it the longevity thing you can’t get over? You learn to love someone you know.
         No one is going to be the perfect partner — you have to ignore the bad stuff.”
      

      				
      “So naïve.”

      				
      “At least I’m open to the idea. I don’t think you are. You like the idea in principle,
         but in practice … ” She shook her head.
      

      				
      “How can you be so sanctimonious? I don’t see you getting out there looking for someone
         to trust again. You’ve given up. So don’t go lecturing me about not settling down.”
      

      				
      Despite the uncomfortable squeeze of hurt his words provoked she was determined not
         to let him win this.
      

      				
      “I’m in a totally different situation. I thought I’d have kids with Paul. I just need
         some time to grieve.”
      

      				
      “It’s been six months. You need to pull yourself together. What you need is a great
         shag. That would sort you right out.”
      

      				
      “Are you offering?” The words slipped out of her mouth before she could stop them.
         The silence only lasted for a split second, but to Ellie it felt like hours. Her heartbeat
         accelerated to fever pitch and a wave of heat rushed up her neck to her face.
      

      				
      He looked at her steadily. “You want me to offer?”

      				
      “God, no.” Keep calm, Ellie.

      				
      Gideon leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms above his head, his gaze scanning
         the kitchen. “All I meant is you should go out and have some fun. Have sex for sex’s
         sake. Don’t read so much into everything all the time.” He looked at her as if to
         gauge her reaction.
      

      				
      Ellie was so glad he’d let her get away with her slip. “I can’t help it. It’s one
         of my major faults. According to Paul anyway.”
      

      				
      She’d had no intention of talking about Paul again, to anyone, but now that she’d
         started it was as if a dam had broken and she found the words just came tumbling out.
      

      				
      “You know the thing that really pisses me off about losing Paul?”

      				
      Gideon raised his eyebrows, signaling her to go on.

      				
      “I thought I’d found someone who could put up with all my annoying quirks. I didn’t
         have to hide them and pretend I was someone I wasn’t. Huh. That’s probably what drove
         him away. And now I’m back to square one. What a waste of time.” She flicked her hand
         forward in anger, knocking her fork onto the table, then rubbed the heels of her hands
         over her eyes. “You must think I’m a real screw-up.” She looked up at him expectantly,
         primed for his cutting answer.
      

      				
      “You’re not a screw-up, Ellie. You just expected to be treated with more respect.
         You were right to. He’s the screw-up.”
      

      				
      “Yeah, well … ” She could barely look at him. The wine they’d had with dinner had
         made her feel tired tonight and her head was beginning to throb. She couldn’t deal
         with this anymore, she was exhausted from feeling so much. “I’ve got to get to bed.
         I’m knackered.” She pushed her chair back from the table and stood up. “See you in
         the morning.”
      

      				
      “Yeah. Night.”

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon watched her walk out, stumbling against the doorframe as she passed through
         it. That must have been the longest conversation he’d ever had with her. They’d always
         been surrounded by the others before and hadn’t naturally gravitated toward each other
         in the group.
      

      				
      He felt privileged that she’d chosen to talk to him about Paul though. He’d never
         taken much notice of him when they were together. He’d seemed like a good enough guy,
         but nothing special. Ellie obviously thought he was though if the break-up had affected
         her this badly.
      

      				
      If she’d wanted to have kids with him.

      				
      For some reason this thought irked him. It must be because he’d subconsciously adopted
         her as the kid sister he’d never had. He was feeling brotherly protection. That must
         be it.
      

      				
      He’d never felt particularly passionate about any of the women he’d been involved
         with so he couldn’t really relate to her pain. Unless he thought about losing his
         parents, which he tried very hard not to do anymore.
      

      				
      He sighed and rubbed a hand over his eyes before getting up and stacking the plates
         into the dishwasher. He felt jumpy now, which was a foreign sensation to him.
      

      				
      Her anger at his reluctance to settle down had rattled him. Truthfully, he’d not given
         much thought recently to his future. He was having too much fun in the present. Kids
         and family life seemed like a lifetime away.
      

      	
   
      
      
Chapter Three

      				
      Bright sunshine poured in through the huge stained glass windows as Ellie struggled
         down the stairs the next morning.
      

      				
      The light hurt her tired eyes. Despite being exhausted after dinner, she hadn’t slept
         for ages after crawling into bed.
      

      				
      This was unusual for her. She’d been sleeping for at least ten hours a day since Paul
         had walked out and normally had no problem falling asleep as early as eight thirty
         in the evening. At one time, she would have been horrified by the mere suggestion
         of being in bed before midnight. Not anymore.
      

      				
      It had been lovely and warm in her bedroom, so she’d left off her thick baggy sweater,
         but as she passed through the vast hallway she began to regret not putting it on.
         She felt exposed without its all-encompassing comfort.
      

      				
      Gideon was already in the kitchen, sitting at the scrubbed pine table reading a book.
         An appetizing smell of coffee hung in the air. He looked up when she came in.
      

      				
      “Bloody hell! There was a woman inside those baggy clothes after all. I was beginning
         to wonder.”
      

      				
      “Very funny.” Wrapping her arms across her chest and dipping her head, she felt her
         body pull inwards.
      

      				
      Glancing up, she caught him watching her, a wary expression in his eyes.

      				
      “Are you sure you don’t mind me wearing this stuff? It must be weird seeing me in
         your sister’s clothes.”
      

      				
      He seemed to shake himself out of a trance. “No, it’s fine. You should keep them,
         they suit you.”
      

      				
      Ellie snorted. “You’re kind to be kind, but I don’t think so.”

      				
      He shrugged. “Suit yourself.” His gaze dropped momentarily to her chest before sliding
         away. Ellie tightened her arms around her and nodded at the cup in his hand, her nerves
         jangling.
      

      				
      “You made coffee.”

      				
      “More in the pot.”

      				
      “Thanks.”

      				
      She went over and poured herself a cup. “God, my head hurts. I knew that wine was
         a mistake.”
      

      				
      “You want to come out for a run? Get the blood flowing,” he suggested.

      				
      She nearly laughed out loud. “Nah, can’t face it.” She’d never been running in her
         life. She’d be a sweaty, tragic mess before they got a hundred meters. More ridiculing
         fodder for him.
      

      				
      “You sure?”

      				
      “Yeah. I need to chill this morning.”

      				
      “Okay.” He shrugged and got up, shoving his chair backwards with a shriek of wood
         against tile. “There’s toast or cereal for breakfast.”
      

      				
      “Thanks.”

      				
      He nodded curtly and strode past her to the back door, trailing his spicy scent behind
         him. Ellie breathed it in and held it in her lungs until he’d closed the door behind
         him with a bang.
      

      				
      She let out her breath with a gasp and slumped onto one of the kitchen chairs. At
         least Penny will be here soon, she reminded herself. Then she could focus solely on
         saving her best friend from certain doom instead of putting on this exhausting front
         for Gideon.
      

      				
      After chugging her mug of coffee, she made some toast and honey and ate it standing
         up, leaning against the counter.
      

      				
      It was such a peaceful, bright room. Even though it was about fifteen times the size
         of the kitchenette in her flat, it still felt warm and comfortable.
      

      				
      She picked up the book he’d been reading and scanned the blurb. It was a thriller
         she’d been meaning to read for ages. She turned the book over and began reading the
         first page, walking over to the sofa and flopping down onto the soft cushions, drawing
         her knees up to her chin.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon ran to try to forget the disturbing dreams he’d had about Ellie. He could barely
         remember any details now, but they’d had an erotic charge to them that had stayed
         with him all morning.
      

      				
      When she’d finally arrived in the kitchen, he’d had a sudden flashback to a particularly
         explicit part of the dream and found it almost impossible to be in her company without
         wanting to give in to the heat that coursed through his body.
      

      				
      She looked good in his sister’s old clothes.

      				
      He pushed himself harder, the blood pounding through his veins as he picked up his
         pace. With each breath, he tried to expel the thrust of longing that had penetrated
         him to the bone.
      

      				
      No good would come of it, he told himself, over and over until he felt the rhythm
         of it in his heart.
      

      				
      He was here to protect her, as a favor to her family. She was vulnerable at the moment
         and he couldn’t take advantage of that.
      

      				
      She was out of bounds.

      				
      He ran for twenty more minutes until he’d drained his body of the tension that had
         been storing up since they arrived at the house. He needed a shower to cool off. Then
         he’d be ready to face Ellie again with a level head.
      

      				
      He entered the kitchen, headed straight to the sink and downed a glass of water, leaning
         back against the work-surface. The coldness of the drink relieved his parched throat.
      

      				
      It was so quiet he could hear the clock ticking.

      				
      He put the glass on the drainer, pulled his t-shirt over his head, and threw it into
         the washing machine.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Ellie looked up from the book with a start. Gideon had come back into the kitchen
         and started to strip off his clothes.
      

      				
      He hadn’t noticed her sitting there quietly on the sofa.

      				
      She found herself unable to utter a word as she took in the lean contours of his body.
         The muscles moved beneath his skin as he worked the door of the washing machine and
         the book shook in her hands as she watched him twist and stretch. He had such natural
         grace and strength. His skin was beautiful too, gently sun-kissed with a sprinkling
         of freckles dotted across his broad shoulders. He was the picture of health and power.
      

      				
      Her body flooded with heat and she leaned forward, as if magnetically dragged toward
         him. The book slipped out of her trembling fingers and landed with a thump on the
         floor.
      

      				
      He turned at the noise and his gaze snagged on her. “Ellie. I didn’t see you there.”

      				
      There was a beat of silence while she forced herself to snap to.

      				
      “You’re not going to take the rest of your kit off, are you? I don’t think my heart
         could take it.” She was totally amazed she had the wherewithal to speak, let alone
         make a joke. The telltale heat crept up her neck to her face.
      

      				
      Bending down, she scooped the book off the floor, taking a couple of seconds to compose
         herself.
      

      				
      He was leaning back against the worktop when she finally looked at him again, his
         eyes dark and a frown creasing his brow. “No, don’t worry. I’m going for a shower.”
      

      				
      She’d never heard his voice sound like that before — husky and strained — and she
         squeezed her thighs together to try to quell the pull of arousal it provoked.
      

      				
      Pushing himself away from the worktop, he walked out without another word.

      				
      Ellie put her head in her hands and stared through her fingers at the floor in disbelief.
         She should not be lusting after Gideon right now. She was here to help Penny, not
         indulge in pointless daydreams.
      

      				
      He’s the antithesis of what I want. 

      				
      Holy crap, this time with Gideon was really screwing her up.

      				
      • • •

      				
      The water coursed over Gideon’s body as he stood under the shower on its most powerful
         setting. He’d made it as cold as he could stand, but it wasn’t doing much to cool
         the burn of arousal that had plagued him since he’d turned to find Ellie watching
         him in the kitchen.
      

      				
      She’d looked at him with such … hunger.

      				
      He’d seen his own longing reflected in her eyes and it had shocked him. Of course,
         he’d seen that look before on the faces of women he’d dated, but never on Ellie’s.
      

      				
      It had been fine when he thought he was the only one feeling something. He was able
         to divert himself and put it down to a basic male instinct to want to have sex with
         an attractive woman. But that wasn’t it. There was something between them. Some irresistible
         pull that she must be feeling, too. This was going to make things a lot more complicated.
         If he could just think of her as something other than an attractive woman. A sister
         substitute, a friend, a best friend’s sister … 
      

      				
      Dammit, it wasn’t working. He was hard as granite again. He had to find a way to break
         this spell, to exorcise these urges.
      

      				
      He took hold of his cock and moved his hand rhythmically back and forth, using the
         water to lubricate the motion. For these few moments, and only these few moments,
         he was going to allow himself to think about what it would feel like to be inside
         her. How her hot mouth would feel against his skin, how her firm breasts would press
         against his chest, how her wet tightness would surround him as he pushed himself deep
         … 
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Rosebuds, Ellie thought as she traipsed round the neat kitchen garden at the back of the house.
         Tulips, daisies, lavender. Filling her mind with the colorful flora that bordered the tall, red-brick walls,
         she attempted to banish the thought of Gideon in the shower. Thyme, mint, sage.

      				
      It was so calm and peaceful out here. A total contrast to the way she felt inside.

      				
      Why, oh why did it have to be Gideon who made her feel like this? Paul had never excited
         her in the same way. He’d grown on her steadily, working his way into her head until
         she found she couldn’t stand the thought of being without him. They’d had some good
         times — not seat-of-your-pants, living-on-the-edge, verging-on-insanity kind of times,
         but good times. Fun and secure and fulfilling. Or so she’d convinced herself at the
         time.
      

      				
      To her surprise, she found the pain of thinking about Paul leaving had lessened slightly
         since she last allowed herself a wallow. That was new. New and good. Perhaps spending
         some time away from Bristol was exactly what she needed. Between the fresh air and
         the beautiful, unfamiliar surroundings, she found herself rising above the drag of
         sorrow that had been dogging her since Paul had walked away from their relationship
         without a backward glance.
      

      				
      That was it. She was going to make sure she made the most of every second she had
         left here. Sure, Gideon was arrogant and exasperating in equal measures, but he was
         also fun to be around and a good friend to help her out like this. As long as she
         could think of him in these terms, she’d be fine.
      

      				
      Filled with a new determination, she turned and went back into the house. After pulling
         on her thick sweater for protection, she went to find him.
      

      				
      If they were going to go shopping this morning and get back in time to welcome Penny,
         they needed to get a wriggle on.
      

      				
      Music was coming from the direction of the sitting room and as she followed the sound,
         she recognized the soft chords of a guitar. She stood outside the door and listened
         for a moment. It was a tune she didn’t know, but it was gorgeous. A shiver ran down
         her spine at the joy of it.
      

      				
      She walked quietly into the room so she didn’t disturb him.

      				
      Gideon was sitting on a deep red chesterfield, his back turned to her, his dark head
         dipped as if he was concentrating hard on something on the floor in front of him.
         He looked relaxed, at peace with himself, and oh, so damn sexy.
      

      				
      He finished playing and continued to stare at the floor for a while. Ellie waited,
         not wanting to break the silence. She was uncomfortable with the idea of being caught
         spying on his quiet contemplation, but she couldn’t just walk out. She waited for
         a few more seconds before speaking.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      “Spanking your plank?”

      				
      Startled, Gideon looked up from his guitar to see Ellie leaning against the sofa.
         When had she come in? He’d been so deep in thought he hadn’t noticed her there.
      

      				
      “I beg your pardon?” For one horrible moment, he was afraid she might have seen or
         heard him in the shower earlier and his body tensed.
      

      				
      She nodded toward the guitar. “Your plank. You’re spanking it.”

      				
      He shook his head and forced out a laugh. “You’re completely out of your tree, you
         know that?” The relief that he hadn’t been caught was acute.
      

      				
      To his amusement, she grinned and took a bow.

      				
      “What are you up to?” he asked, allowing himself to relax now he was sure she wasn’t
         deliberately trying to catch him out.
      

      				
      “Nothing. I was thinking … ”

      				
      “Dangerous.”

      				
      She raised an eyebrow but ignored his interjection. “We should go to the supermarket
         now, before they get here. A bit of fresh air might do me some good. Blow the cobwebs
         away. Fancy it?”
      

      				
      More time alone in the cramped confines of the car with her. Yep, he could deal with
         that now.
      

      				
      He hoped.

      				
      “Okay, let’s go.”

      				
      • • •

      				
      It was a twenty-minute drive to the nearest supermarket on the edge of Cirencester.

      				
      They hadn’t spoken much on the journey there and Gideon was grateful for the silence
         for once. The weekend was turning out to be even more of a trial than he’d anticipated
         and he was actually looking forward to Penny and her fiancé turning up, so there would
         be something to focus on other than Ellie.
      

      				
      He swung into a space and they got out, grabbing a cart that had been abandoned nearby.

      				
      “I’ll push,” Ellie said, taking it from his grip and walking ahead. She’d put that
         ugly sweater back on, but it wasn’t doing much to calm his libido. Not now he knew
         what a gorgeous body she was hiding underneath it.
      

      				
      He shook his head as she gave the cart an extra hard push, putting one foot on either
         side of the frame as she rode it into the store. He jogged after her and caught her
         up just as she narrowly missed crashing into an elderly couple who had stopped to
         pick up a basket by the door.
      

      				
      “Jesus, Ellie, you’re nothing but a big kid,” he said, running a hand through his
         hair.
      

      				
      She grinned at him. “Let’s get some fruit.”

      				
      Pushing the cart over to the fruit section, she picked up a couple of cantaloupe melons
         and put one to her nose to smell it before holding them out him.
      

      				
      “Nice melons,” he couldn’t resist saying.

      				
      “Thanks,” she dipped her head in appreciation at the bad joke and smiled at him. “We’re
         going to need some parma ham, too. I love melons and ham together.”
      

      				
      “That sounds like a weird combination.”

      				
      “You’ve never had melon and ham? I have it every time I go to an Italian restaurant.
         It’s the bomb.”
      

      				
      “Okay, I’ll give it a go then.”

      				
      “Good choice. You could learn a lot from me, you know.” She grinned and sashayed away
         from him before he had chance to answer.
      

      				
      He laughed to himself. This was the Ellie he remembered from their holidays away.
         She had a smart response for everything. It had driven her brother crazy. It was having
         an altogether different effect on him though. She may be loopy, but she was a lot
         of fun to be around.
      

      				
      He thought back to the last couple of women he’d dated. They’d been fun to be with
         too, but not in the same way. They were sophisticated grown-ups whom he’d taken to
         restaurants and the theater. Conversation with them had been engaging and he’d wanted
         to take them to bed afterwards, but he hadn’t felt compelled to see them much afterwards.
         They’d been background noise to the buzz of his life.
      

      				
      He could never describe Ellie as background noise.

      				
      He watched as she made faces at a little girl sitting in another cart to stop her
         crying. The girl stared at Ellie in fascination and even gave her a smile at a particularly
         screwy face.
      

      				
      He felt a tug in his chest as he saw how happy that smile made Ellie. She’d be a great
         mum: he could imagine her surrounded by curly haired children, all as loopy as she
         was. His throat felt peculiar so he tried clearing it with a cough. Ellie glanced
         back and saw him waiting.
      

      				
      “Sorry, got a bit distracted. Let’s grab some more stuff.”

      				
      “No rush,” he said, as she busied off toward the chilled section.

      				
      • • •

      				
      Ellie walked quickly away from Gideon and the cute child before he noticed the tear
         that had forced its way out of her eye.
      

      				
      After reveling in the joy of making the little girl laugh, the feeling had been quickly
         replaced with the painful longing and bitter jealousy that had been gripping her since
         Paul left.
      

      				
      She wanted to have children. She would have had them years ago if it had been solely
         her decision, but she’d agreed to wait until he was ready. Look where that had got
         her.
      

      				
      Even though she enjoyed her job as a primary school teacher, she craved raising children
         of her own. It was something she’d been desperate for since her early twenties, and
         Paul had let her think they might even start trying not long before he walked out
         on her. A wave of humiliation hit her as she remembered how she’d hinted to her parents
         that they might be grandparents soon. They’d been so ridiculously pleased at the prospect
         that she hadn’t been able to tell them about splitting up with Paul for ages.
      

      				
      All her hope and excitement about the future had been wrenched away from her. She
         was nearly thirty, single, and starting to run out of time to find someone to start
         a family with.
      

      				
      When she was younger she’d thought she would be married with at least two kids by
         now, but time had moved so quickly and now here she was, still alone.
      

      				
      Gideon came up behind her as she stood staring at the pasta shelf, trying to pull
         herself together.
      

      				
      “Got a pasta preference?” he asked.

      				
      She shook her head, partly to answer him, partly to clear it.

      				
      He reached around her, brushing his hand against her arm as he went to grab some tagliatelle.
         Her skin tingled where he’d touched her. An ache had begun low in her body and she
         felt even more like crying at the power of the need. Everything was so messed up.
      

      				
      He tugged gently on one of her curls and she took a deep breath, dredged up a smile
         and turned to face him.
      

      				
      He frowned at her. “Are you okay?”

      				
      “Sure,” she answered, giving him a dismissive wave. “My head’s a bit heavy, that’s
         all.”
      

      				
      He continued to frown at her for a moment.

      				
      The tears welled behind her eyes again, so she leaned forward and kissed him gently
         on the cheek so he wouldn’t see. The heat of his body burned into her. “It’s fun being
         here with you,” she said quietly into his ear, unwilling to move away from the security
         of the embrace.
      

      				
      “Are you sure you’re okay?” His fingers circled her arm and he pulled away to look
         her in the face again.
      

      				
      “I’m peachy,” she said, pulling away from his grip. “Onward to the cheese aisle.”

      				
      When the cart was full, Ellie found a free cashier and began to chuck the food willy-nilly
         onto the conveyor belt, keeping her eyes down so Gideon wouldn’t see the battle to
         keep her expression relaxed. Even a simple shopping trip had her in pieces. She took
         out her frustration on the oranges, bouncing them onto the moving surface.
      

      				
      “Steady on, Ellie, it’s not the Supermarket Sweep game.”

      				
      The cashier looked up and did a double-take at Gideon. She was young, probably only
         seventeen, and obviously attracted to him, if her flushed cheeks were anything to
         go by. Ellie glanced round to see Gideon giving the girl a killer smile and gritted
         her teeth. He was incorrigible. Her stomach clenched painfully and a wave of nausea
         hit her.
      

      				
      “She seems intent on making shopping into an Olympic event,” he said to the cashier,
         who giggled in response.
      

      				
      “Are you going to stand there flirting all day, or give me a hand here?” Ellie snapped
         at him, unable to keep her cool.
      

      				
      Gideon’s face clouded over, but he didn’t reply, grabbing the baguettes instead and
         tossing them onto the conveyor belt.
      

      				
      The atmosphere stayed tense between them as they packed up their purchases and wheeled
         the cart out of the supermarket.
      

      				
      So much for her resolution to have fun and treat Gideon as a friend. Ellie could have
         kicked herself. They were having a good time until she messed it up by getting all
         emotional.
      

      				
      She sighed and looked up at him. He stared determinedly ahead as they crossed the
         car park toward his car. She knew her reaction had been over the top. He was just
         being himself; there hadn’t been any good reason to snap at him like that.
      

      				
      “I’m sorry for being such a bitch,” she said to the side of his head.

      				
      “What was that about?” He turned to look at her now, the expression in his eyes hard
         and cold.
      

      				
      “I don’t know, Gideon. I’m a messed up fool.” She gave a lopsided smile to try to
         lighten the lead-like atmosphere.
      

      				
      Gideon turned away without responding and unlocked the car, pulling the boot open
         and lifting all the bags into it, before turning back to her. Her insides clenched
         as he stared calmly down at her.
      

      				
      “Do you want to go and buy yourself some new clothes?” he said.

      				
      “I’m sorry?” This was the last thing she’d expected him to say. She’d steeled herself
         for a proper telling-off, but it appeared he was letting her off the hook.
      

      				
      “We could go into the town and get you some more stuff if you’re not happy with my
         sister’s clothes.” He nodded toward the saggy sweater she’d put on again to hide them.
      

      				
      “Nah, that’s okay. I’m only here for another couple of days, I’ll be fine with these.”
         She gave him a friendly smile. “Thanks though.” She couldn’t, in all conscience, drag
         him clothes shopping now, not after behaving so badly.
      

      				
      “Okay,” he said, slamming down the boot lid and going round to the driver’s door.
         “Stick the cart back in the cart-park and we’ll get going.
      

      				
      Ellie did so, cursing herself. She had so little self-discipline it was ridiculous.

      				
      • • •

      				
      As they drove back to the house, Gideon mulled over what had happened at the supermarket.
         The change in Ellie had been sudden and shocking.
      

      				
      It was after she’d made that child in the cart laugh, he realized. She’d gone all
         quiet and stiff. He could have sworn at one point she’d had tears in her eyes, but
         he’d dismissed the idea at the time. She’d been so full of energy and fun when they’d
         first got there. Yeah, it must have been the kid.
      

      				
      He’d come across this reaction to kids before with a couple of his girlfriends. It
         always made him vaguely uncomfortable.
      

      				
      He wasn’t sure if he wanted to have children, he certainly didn’t for a long while
         yet anyway. He liked his life the way it was: uncomplicated. Kids were hard work and
         they messed up your life.
      

      				
      Just like he and his sister had messed up their parents’ lives when they came along.
         He knew this only too well because his grandmother had made no secret of it after
         they’d been killed and she was stuck looking after an eight-year-old and a teenager.
      

      				
      Boarding school had been the get-out for her. Even though he’d eventually done well
         at school, he’d never been able to shake the knowledge that he’d been hidden there,
         out of his grandparent’s sight. He would never do that to children of his own. If
         he ever had them.
      

      				
      Ellie sat quietly next to him, staring out of the window. Her mass of curls hid her
         face from him and he wondered what she was thinking. He hoped she’d snap out of it
         soon — he was out of depth here with these sorts of emotions and didn’t want to make
         a false move. This was exactly why he didn’t get too emotionally involved with people.
         He hated the idea of being caught up in that sort of pain.
      

      				
      Perhaps he could find some other way to cheer her up once they got back to the house.
         His mind filtered through some options; all of them X-rated and he shifted in his
         seat as his erection pressed hard against his jeans. He really needed to stop thinking
         about her like this. At least Penny and Will would be turning up some time soon. They
         were bound to take her mind off whatever was upsetting her so much and he could back
         off and get his shit together.
      

      				
      As they passed through one of the picturesque villages a couple of miles away from
         the house, he had to slow down behind a truck that was having trouble getting past
         cars parked on the narrow road. The exhaust was belting out dark, acrid fumes so he
         kept well back from it to avoid drawing them into the car.
      

      				
      In his peripheral vision, he noticed a shape move from the pavement on his left, before
         running out in front of them. It was a boy, probably about fifteen, with headphones
         and a hoodie pulled up over his dark hair. He glanced over toward their car and put
         his hand up as if to say “thanks for slowing down to let me cross.” He was still looking
         at Gideon as he started to run into the other lane of the road.
      

      				
      It all happened so fast.

      				
      He was aware of Ellie leaning forward next to him, her hands outstretched as if trying
         to reach for the boy. And his heart as it accelerated and banged against his chest.
         And the feeling of absolute impotency as all he could do was watch the boy run in
         front of the car that was traveling toward him in the other lane.
      

      				
      “No! No!” Ellie shouted as the boy kept moving, totally oblivious to the vehicle,
         the driver unable to see him behind the bulk of the truck.
      

      				
      At the very last second, the boy looked round and clocked the car speeding in his
         direction. He hesitated for a second, like a rabbit caught in the dazzle of headlights,
         before springing forward, running for his life.
      

      				
      The driver of the oncoming car slammed on his brakes as soon as he saw the teen, but
         couldn’t control the skid on the narrow road and the nose of the car swung to its
         right.
      

      				
      A high-pitched shriek and a black cloud of hot rubber came from the tires as they
         bit onto the road.
      

      				
      All Gideon could do was watch as the car slid toward them.

      				
      His hands gripped the steering wheel, blood pulsing through his veins as he braced
         himself for the incoming impact.
      

      	
   
      
      
Chapter Four

      				
      With a horrific bang, the back wheel of the oncoming car hit the pavement to its left,
         swinging the nose around and bouncing the back end of the car along the road. A final
         ghastly squeal of brakes rent the air as it shuddered to a halt millimeters away from
         their bumper.
      

      				
      Ellie and Gideon sat in shock for a moment, still braced for the impact that didn’t
         come.
      

      				
      The boy had managed, with a Superhero-like leap, to avoid being hit and stood there,
         dazed on the opposite pavement. His hood had blown back and his headphones hung lopsidedly
         around his neck.
      

      				
      Gideon pulled himself together first. “Ellie, are you okay?”

      				
      She didn’t answer for a minute and he had to lay a hand on her arm to snap her out
         of her stunned trance.
      

      				
      “Ellie?”

      				
      “Yes,” her voice came out as a croak. “I’m fine. Are you?” Her eyes were wide and
         her pupils dilated with shock.
      

      				
      He nodded, aware that his actions were jerky and overly fast. Damn adrenaline. “I’m
         going to check on the guy in that car and the kid. Stay here, okay.”
      

      				
      She looked as though she was going to say something else, but settled for nodding
         instead.
      

      				
      He opened the door and swung himself out, peering through the windscreen at the man
         behind the wheel of the car that had nearly hit them. He looked as shocked as Gideon
         felt.
      

      				
      He walked round to the driver’s door on shaky legs and knocked gently on the window.
         The guy buzzed it down and stared up at Gideon with a startled expression.
      

      				
      “You okay, mate?” Gideon asked.

      				
      “Yeah,” the guy said, rubbing a hand over his face as if trying to wake himself up
         from a bad dream.
      

      				
      “That was a close one.”

      				
      The guy just nodded.

      				
      Gideon looked around for the boy, but he’d already legged it, probably terrified someone
         was going to bawl him out for being such an idiot.
      

      				
      “Maybe you should pull over for a bit. Get a bit of air before you drive again,” Gideon
         suggested to the man who was now staring into space.
      

      				
      “I didn’t see him, he ran out in front of me.”

      				
      “I know. It wasn’t your fault.”

      				
      The guy nodded his head again at length, as if trying to convince himself what Gideon
         had said was true.
      

      				
      One of the cars that had stopped behind Gideon’s tooted his horn, impatient to get
         going.
      

      				
      “Prick,” Gideon muttered under his breath. He turned back to the guy in the car. “Let’s
         get the cars moved, then I can sit with you for a while if you like, until you feel
         a bit better.”
      

      				
      “No,” the man’s voice came back at him with conviction. “I’m okay. You go, I only
         live round the corner. Thanks though.”
      

      				
      “No problem,” Gideon said, reaching into his back pocket for his wallet and extracting
         a business card. “My details, in case you need a witness statement for insurance.”
      

      				
      “Thanks,” the guy said, taking the card with shaking fingers.

      				
      Gideon stood up and tapped the top of the car, before walking back to where Ellie
         was waiting for him.
      

      				
      He slid into the driver’s seat and turned to face her. The color had returned to her
         cheeks and her eyes looked normal again, if a little tired. He had an overwhelming
         urge to pull her against him, but he fought it. If he touched her right now, he didn’t
         know where it would end.
      

      				
      “Is everyone okay?” she asked, putting a hand on his arm.

      				
      His nerves exploded with feeling where she touched him and he gritted his teeth, steeling
         himself against it before answering her.
      

      				
      “Yeah. The kid ran off, and the guy in the car said he was all right.”

      				
      They both turned to watch as the car that had almost smashed into them was driven
         a few yards down the road and re-parked so the traffic they’d held up could get by.
      

      				
      “Let’s get back to the house,” Gideon said, starting the engine and ramming the car
         into gear.
      

      				
      His body hummed and euphoria engulfed him as he drove them the two miles back to the
         house. He was aware of Ellie fidgeting beside him and he longed to pull over and hold
         her to him. To reassure her.
      

      				
      The thought of what could have been was trying to push itself into his head, but he
         forced it away, unwilling to dwell on it. There was already enough real loss to deal
         with without him adding imaginary scenarios to the mix.
      

      				
      He couldn’t bear to think of Ellie being hurt. Especially in his care. His heart beat
         like a tribal drum in his chest and he took some deep breaths to try to calm it down.
      

      				
      As he pulled into the driveway and switched off the engine, the world became silent
         around them. His twitchiness was even more acute in the stillness of the car. He needed
         to do something to get rid of this crazy energy that surged through his body. Maybe
         he should go for another run. No. He didn’t want to leave Ellie alone. He’d get her
         back into the house and make sure she was okay before he did that.
      

      				
      “Come on. Let’s get the kettle on.” He got out of the car and walked round to open
         her door for her. She looked up at him with an odd expression in her eyes.
      

      				
      “Since when did you become such a gentleman?” Her voice was still slightly husky and
         the sound of it sent shivers down his spine.
      

      				
      He shrugged, not entirely sure where the urge to be so protective had come from, and
         held his hand out to help her out of the car. She stared at it for a moment, a faint
         smile playing around her lips, before putting her own into it and pulling herself
         upright.
      

      				
      Her hand was cool and slight in his and her touch caused a wave of need so intense
         he felt sure she’d feel it traveling through his fingers into her own.
      

      				
      He had a mad compulsion to push her against the car and kiss the life out of her,
         but he knew he shouldn’t. He couldn’t.
      

      				
      Get a grip, Gideon.

      				
      Going round to the boot, he hauled out the shopping bags, taking four in each hand
         and heading back to the house.
      

      				
      “Let me take some of those,” Ellie said, closing the boot and running to catch him
         up.
      

      				
      “Nah, it’s okay, I’ve got them,” he said walking up the front steps, unable to look
         at her now in case he lost it completely.
      

      				
      “Give me the key then, I’ll get the door open.”

      				
      “It’s in my pocket,” he said, nodding down to the front right-hand side of his jeans
         before it occurred to him exactly what he’d suggested. Before he could rectify the
         situation, he felt her hand slip down into his pocket and fumble around.
      

      				
      He gritted his teeth as his body hardened in response to her touch. He turned to meet
         her gaze. Ellie’s pupils had dilated again, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t from
         shock this time. She was standing so close to him he could smell the honey fragrance
         of her hair. Her lips parted and she drew shallow breaths into her chest, which rose
         and fell much faster than normal, in sync with his own accelerated breathing.
      

      				
      He wanted to kiss her. So badly.

      				
      He was just about to give in to the feeling when her fingers closed around the key
         in his pocket and she drew it out, moving away from him and turning to open the door.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Ellie stepped into the cool stillness of the hallway and walked quickly away from
         Gideon and the electrifying atmosphere that had zapped between them on the doorstep.
      

      				
      The twitchy shock of the near-accident had been replaced with a whole other sort of
         shock.
      

      				
      He’d been turned on. By her.

      				
      Granted, she’d had her hands in his trousers, dangerously close to his groin, but
         she’d seen the expression in his eyes, too. They’d seemed to soften as they looked
         into hers and she could have sworn he moved toward her just before she’d grasped hold
         of the key. It was as if he was leaning forward to kiss her.
      

      				
      She’d panicked, not knowing how to deal with what she was feeling, and turned away
         from him, almost sick with nerves.
      

      				
      In her muddled state she hadn’t considered what would happen if she put her hand in
         his pocket. She’d done it to Paul numerous times and so it felt like a normal thing
         to do. Of course it wasn’t. Not with someone she wasn’t usually intimate with. She’d
         stepped over the line, which she’d been precariously balancing on for a very long
         time. Her heart thumped against her chest at the realization.
      

      				
      She was aware of him following her into the kitchen, the carrier bags rustling in
         the otherwise silent room.
      

      				
      Could he really have wanted to kiss her? Or was it just a standard reaction he had
         to being unexpectedly groped?
      

      				
      She found she couldn’t meet his eyes and busied herself unpacking the bags he’d put
         on the table to give herself something else to focus on.
      

      				
      Turning back from stashing the pasta in the cupboard she almost bumped into Gideon,
         who’d put himself between her and the table. She had no choice but to look at him
         now.
      

      				
      “Ellie, stop a minute, will you? We don’t need to do that, just sit for a minute and
         breathe.”
      

      				
      “I don’t need to breathe,” she said, before realizing how ridiculous that sounded.

      				
      Gideon’s mouth quirked into a smile and she grinned uncertainly back at him.

      				
      Her breath caught in her throat as he gently pushed a lock of hair away from her face.
         Heat flared between her legs as the scent of him twisted into her senses and the warmth
         of his body penetrated hers.
      

      				
      “Do you want a drink?” he said, his dark gaze sweeping her face.

      				
      “No.”

      				
      He paused. “What do you want?”

      				
      The words hung in the air like a low hum, mesmerizing and taunting them. Ellie wasn’t
         sure who moved forward first, but the feeling of Gideon’s mouth, hard on hers, was
         so right, so absolutely where it should be, that she found herself giving in to it
         entirely. It was as if the kiss was a long, cool drink of water quenching her raging
         thirst.
      

      				
      Blood thundered in her veins as his lips covered hers and the kiss became deeper and
         more desperate. Ellie instinctively opened her mouth to allow his tongue to slip against
         hers, teasing and intoxicating her.
      

      				
      Twisting his hands into her curls, he held her captive against his mouth, intensifying
         her need.
      

      				
      She was so aware of his hard body pressing urgently against her, thigh to hip, as
         he leaned in to cover every part of her body with his, possessing and controlling
         her. Their breath came quickly, and Ellie felt a swell of desire as Gideon groaned
         in pleasure against her mouth.
      

      				
      The sound of his deep tones also shocked her into awareness. This was Gideon she was kissing so fiercely.
      

      				
      This reminder forced a glimmer of sense into her befuddled brain and she realized
         with a jolt that she shouldn’t be doing this. This wasn’t part of the plan for the
         weekend. But worse than that, she was afraid of how out of control she felt. As she
         pulled away, his arms tightened around her, drawing her closer against his body.
      

      				
      “Ellie … no. I’m not letting you go. Don’t you dare run away from me.”

      				
      He brought his mouth down hard onto hers, foiling any plans of escape. How could she
         even think of stopping now? She couldn’t if she wanted to, she wasn’t physically capable.
         She would probably dissolve with lust.
      

      				
      He moved his hands under her sweater to span her waist, sliding slowly up, caressing
         each rib until they cupped her breasts, sending throbs of sensation to her painfully
         hardened nipples. She arched against him, no longer in control of her own body as
         he moved his fingers to roll the peaks between finger and thumb, sending a juddering
         current directly to her clitoris.
      

      				
      The shock of the past half hour had sent her adrenaline levels into overdrive, canceling
         out any sense of reason she laughably thought she had. As his strong body imposed
         itself on her, she knew with a thrill that all her childish fantasies about this moment
         had been so far from the truth, she almost laughed.
      

      				
      “What’s so funny?” Gideon raised his mouth from hers to look down into her startled
         smile, his eyes blazing with lust.
      

      				
      “Nothing. I … just wasn’t expecting this.”

      				
      “I was.”

      				
      Before she could utter another word, he backed her against the table, causing the
         hard wooden ridge to bite into her legs for a moment before, with apparently no effort,
         he gathered her into his arms, and lifted her onto it. Moving between her parted thighs,
         he bent forward, pressing himself into her more urgently, making her acutely aware
         that only a thin barrier of fabric kept them apart. With a shock of longing, she felt
         his erection push against her and longing pooled between her legs, making her slick
         with desire. He wanted her, he really wanted her, and she needed him inside her. Now.
      

      				
      She moved against him, welcoming the exquisite friction and the waves of pure pleasure
         coursing through her body. She needed to get closer.
      

      				
      Grasping the hem of his t-shirt, she lifted it up and he helped her pull it over his
         head, dropping it onto the floor next to them. She put her hands against his warm
         body and felt the strength of him under her fingers. He took in a deep breath at her
         cool touch and gently pushed her backward, leaning his weight into her shoulders,
         before moving down to kiss her again.
      

      				
      As she lay back, she shoved the shopping bags out of the way, their contents streaming
         out and bouncing all over the floor. Neither of them paid any attention as fruit,
         bread, and oranges rolled over the flagstones, littering the kitchen.
      

      				
      “God, I want you so much.”

      				
      She ran her hands over his bare arms and torso, tracing the lines of muscle she’d
         been so transfixed by that morning. His skin was soft in contrast to the hard muscle
         that twisted beneath it and he flexed beneath her touch as his hands moved up to grasp
         her wrists and push them down against the table, controlling her entirely. More moisture
         rushed between her legs as he dominated her, leaving her utterly at his mercy.
      

      				
      Gideon pulled away to search the depths of her eyes with his own, checking, asking,
         begging.
      

      				
      “Yes.” The word sighed from her lips like a breath.

      				
      His hands left her wrists and tore at her sweater in frustration, pulling a huge hole
         in the front in his anxiousness to get it off her. He pulled it roughly away from
         her body, then did the same with the thin cotton t-shirt she wore underneath.
      

      				
      Her breasts rose in soft peaks before him, her nipples pushing hard against the soft
         cotton of her bra. She wanted to feel his mouth on her, teasing her with his tongue,
         and as she thought this, he pulled the cups away harshly, laying her bare and brought
         his mouth down to the hardened peaks.
      

      				
      All sense of reason span away from her as currents of need zipped through her body.
         Gideon yanked the buttons on her jeans open and dragged them down, taking her panties
         with them. His eyes returned to hers, alive with lust and intent. Ellie stared at
         him, unable to turn away. She was vaguely aware of him fumbling in his back pocket,
         before pulling out his wallet. He found a condom and practically threw his wallet
         from him before yanking open his own trousers.
      

      				
      He moved down to kiss her breasts, tugging gently on first one nipple with his teeth,
         then the other, until her body throbbed with the exquisite need to feel him inside
         her. Grasping her hips, he dragged her down the table toward him until he looked directly
         into her eyes. She stared back at him, their faces only centimeters apart. He was
         checking again, making sure this was what she wanted.
      

      				
      “Yes,” she repeated and felt his erection press gently against her opening. He kept
         his eyes locked with hers as he slowly entered her, inch by delicious inch. She drew
         in a deep breath as she felt herself open up to him, taking in the length and hardness,
         her body stretching and softening to accommodate him.
      

      				
      When he was fully inside her, he held himself still for a moment, as if to savor the
         feeling. It was like sweet torture to Ellie — she loved the feeling of him inside
         her, but she wanted more. She needed to let go of all the tension she’d been holding
         in and take it out on his body. She wriggled against him and he let out a soft chuckle.
      

      				
      “No patience,” he said before his mouth came down to savage hers in a fury of passion.
         He moved inside her, slowly at first, but with a building momentum, hitting her deep
         and hard inside.
      

      				
      The table rocked under them and Ellie dug her fingers into his shoulders and hung
         on, riding the motion, lost in the sensations that were building inside her. She tipped
         her pelvis up for maximum friction against the movement and he helped by sliding a
         hand under the small of her back and pulling her closer as he continued to move deep
         inside. It was as if he was taking out all his frustration on her body too, and the
         force of his thrusts moved the table across the floor.
      

      				
      He smelled so damn good. A surge of feeling began to grow from deep within and her
         gasps became harsher and faster as the feeling increased in intensity and finally
         peaked, sending a blinding rush of sensation spiraling out to every nerve ending.
         A guttural cry came from deep in her throat as she lost all control and gave in to
         the pure joy of the moment.
      

      				
      Gideon continued to move inside her, increasing the speed of his thrusts until he
         came too, letting out a low moan and collapsing on top of her, their bodies chest
         to chest. His erratic heartbeat thumped against her and she brought her arms up and
         cradled him to her, not wanting him to move away.
      

      				
      Some strange new feeling began to grow in her now, as they lay there joined together.
         All the confusion and loneliness of the last six months came rushing back to pummel
         her as she lay trapped beneath him. Her throat constricted with pain and before she
         could stop it, her shallow gasps tipped over into gut-wrenching sobs.
      

      				
      Tears streamed down her cheeks as she fought to control the crazy mess of feelings
         that came out of nowhere to turn the moment from a blissful release into something
         very much darker.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon became aware of his heart thumping against his chest as all his senses slowly
         came back. Ellie’s body was hot against him, and the feeling of her soft skin pressed
         against his and the tightness of her embrace was incredible.
      

      				
      That is until he noticed how irregular her breathing was.

      				
      He raised his head to look at her and to his horror, she turned her face away from
         him and started sobbing uncontrollably.
      

      				
      He drew himself out of her gently and felt her release her arms from around him.

      				
      “Hey, Ellie. What’s wrong?” He brushed her hair away from her face, so he could see
         her eyes. His stomach plummeted when she refused to look at him.
      

      				
      “Not the reaction I was hoping for. You could give a guy a complex, you know.” He
         was aware of the catch in his voice and cleared his throat, shoving away the niggle
         of hurt her reaction caused in him.
      

      				
      He put one hand on each cheek and gently tipped her face toward him, brushing the
         tears away from her eyes with his thumbs. She brought her own hands up and covered
         her eyes, shielding herself from him.
      

      				
      Totally bewildered, Gideon moved away from her, disposed of the condom, and searched
         around him for their discarded clothes. After pulling on his trousers, he scooped
         up her torn sweater and jeans.
      

      				
      She’d sat up by this point and was sitting hunched over with her hands over her face,
         still sobbing hard. He handed her the sweater and, keeping her head down, she shoved
         her arms into the sleeves, drawing the two torn halves around herself.
      

      				
      Placing her jeans on the table next to her, he sat on the other side, grasping her
         around her shoulders and pulling her against his body until her sobs became less fierce.
         She held herself stiffly against him, allowing him to cuddle her, but not sinking
         into his body.
      

      				
      The rejection stung and he found himself almost angry with her. He was baffled by
         this reaction. Sure, they were both shaken up by the incident earlier, and what had
         happened between them had been pretty intense, but she was acting as though her whole
         world had fallen in.
      

      				
      They sat in silence for a minute, her gentle hiccoughs the only sound in the room.

      				
      He wanted to touch her again, to kiss her and make her forget whatever it was that
         had caused such an extreme reaction, but he stopped himself. He was way out of his
         depth here. He wasn’t sure how best to handle this outpouring of emotion and it made
         him uneasy.
      

      				
      She jumped slightly as he slid off the table and went to fetch her a drink. Perhaps
         she’d be okay once she’d had a few minutes to ruminate.
      

      				
      Stepping over the groceries littering the floor, he poured some orange juice into
         a glass and returned to the table with it, holding it out to her.
      

      				
      “Here, drink this. You need some sugar.”

      				
      Ellie nodded in gratitude and gave him a weak smile. Her eyes were red and puffy,
         and she looked younger and more vulnerable than he’d ever seen her.
      

      				
      “Sorry. I don’t know why I’m crying,” she said.

      				
      “It’s the shock. At least I hope it is. Otherwise I seriously need to rethink my technique.”

      				
      Finally she smiled through her tears, before lowering her gaze again, shaking her
         head, apparently confused by her own behavior.
      

      				
      “Look, why don’t you go shower and get yourself straight. I’ll clear up in here,”
         he said.
      

      				
      They looked around the room at the food strewn all over the floor.

      				
      “Okay. Thanks,” she said, pulling the torn sweater tighter around her. It was so large
         it came half-way down her thighs. Now he knew she wasn’t wearing anything underneath,
         he kind of liked it on her.
      

      				
      She glanced up at him as she passed and gave him a half-hearted smile, before ducking
         her head down again and walking off. He watched her all the way out of the kitchen.
         Her hair was a mess of curls, even bigger in volume than unusual after their adventure
         on the kitchen table.
      

      				
      He sank down onto a chair and put his head in his hands. What the hell was he doing?

      				
      This was precisely why he’d held himself back from her for the last few days. There
         was a whole world of trouble coming his way, he was sure of it.
      

      				
      The problem was, there was no way he could leave things here, no way, and once Penny
         and Will arrived, it would be almost impossible to get her on her own again.
      

      				
      Based on her reaction just now, there was no chance he could walk away from this weekend
         with them both agreeing to put this crazy episode down to exceptional circumstances.
         And did he even want that? Truthfully he didn’t know what he wanted. He needed to
         figure out what he was going to do about this. And fast.
      

      	
   
      
      
Chapter Five

      				
      What just happened? Ellie asked herself as she stood under the shower, allowing the
         water to flatten her hair against her head. It ran in rivulets over her face, soothing
         her hot, swollen eyes. How could she have cried like that in front of him? Her cheeks
         burned fiercely at the memory and she screwed up her eyes in frustration.
      

      				
      He’d been surprisingly kind about it. She never would have expected him to be so gentle
         with her afterwards. Hell, if someone had burst into tears after having sex with her,
         she’d probably have totally freaked out.
      

      				
      Her body was alive with feeling now. She’d felt numb since Paul had walked out and
         grown used to it, but this encounter with Gideon had opened her right up again. She
         ached pleasantly from their fierce lovemaking and her heart still beat twice as fast
         as normal, but she felt exposed and uneasy with it.
      

      				
      What was she going to do about this? She couldn’t get involved with someone like Gideon.
         He wasn’t interested in a serious relationship — he’d proved that over and over again
         with the string of women he dated. And he was too damn attractive. She would never
         be able to compete with the beauties he usually had hanging off his arm. She couldn’t
         put herself through that. She didn’t trust him. She didn’t trust herself to be able
         to handle him.
      

      				
      She needed more than a fling. She needed someone who wanted to settle down and have
         kids. Like soon. She didn’t want to leave it much longer to start a family; she would
         be thirty soon and time was starting to run away from her.
      

      				
      No way did she want to bring up kids on her own. She wanted to be with someone who
         would be around long term, who wouldn’t walk away from her when things got tough,
         or when someone better came along.
      

      				
      No, Gideon was out as far as a serious relationship went. She wouldn’t be surprised
         if he kept his distance from her after her crying fit anyway. The thought made her
         insides clench. Despite the chaos of feelings it had brought, she’d absolutely loved
         having sex with him. Loved it. Her body hummed from the pounding it had taken and
         her cheeks grew hot as she replayed the scene in her head. His forcefulness had been
         a revelation. She’d loved him taking control like that. Paul had never made her feel
         as wanted, as sexy, as Gideon just had.
      

      				
      She got out of the shower and threw some fresh clothes on. Her sweater would have
         to be binned; there was no way she could mend it after the savaging it had taken.
         A rush of lust bombarded her at the memory of Gideon tearing it away from her body.
      

      				
      Her hands shook as she picked up her phone to check for messages and noticed she’d
         missed a call from Penny. She’d texted, too. Ellie scanned it quickly. They were running
         late and wouldn’t get there until the evening.
      

      				
      Great, more time alone with Gideon. The idea both thrilled and terrified her.

      				
      She took a deep breath, tucked her still damp hair behind her ears and went downstairs
         to face him.
      

      				
      He was in the kitchen, which he’d put back to rights. His hair was wet, so he must
         have had a speedy shower too. He looked up from what he was doing at the work-surface
         and smiled at her.
      

      				
      “How are you doing?”

      				
      She gave him a small smile. “I’m okay now, thanks.”

      				
      “I’ve made some sandwiches.” He brought a plate piled high with them to the table
         and nodded for her to sit down.
      

      				
      “Great, I’m starving.” She realized she actually was now that her nerves had steadied
         and she leaned forward and grabbed a couple of sandwiches from the tottering pile.
      

      				
      Gideon sat down opposite her and took one for himself. They ate in silence, neither
         of them looking at the other. Ellie was finding it hard to swallow. Gideon’s all-consuming
         presence enveloped her senses making it impossible for her to relax.
      

      				
      She could hardly believe what had happened between them; it felt like a dream. She
         needed to restore some kind of normalcy to the situation if she had any hope of dealing
         with it in a rational manner.
      

      				
      “I think those were the best sandwiches I’ve ever eaten,” she said finally, brushing
         the crumbs off her fingers.
      

      				
      “It’s funny how sex on a table followed by a bout of weeping can make you hungry,”
         Gideon said, a twinkle in his eye.
      

      				
      Ellie grinned at him sheepishly.

      				
      “Sorry about ripping your sweater,” he said.

      				
      “Don’t worry, it wasn’t exactly one of my best.”

      				
      “To be honest, I’m kind of glad it’s destroyed. It does nothing for your gorgeous
         figure.”
      

      				
      Ellie snorted in embarrassment. “You’re kidding, right? It’s hardly gorgeous.” She
         leaned back in her chair and pulled her arms across her chest.
      

      				
      “Why are you so hard on yourself? Have you actually looked at yourself in the mirror
         recently?” Gideon leaned forward, a bemused smile playing about his lips.
      

      				
      God, she loved his mouth.

      				
      “I try very hard not to.”

      				
      “What did Paul do to you, Ellie?”

      				
      His question shocked her. “He … he … ” she couldn’t bring herself to say it. Not without
         bursting into tears again. She looked away to gather herself.
      

      				
      Gideon didn’t say anything, just waited for her to finish her sentence.

      				
      “When he left me … ,” she took a deep breath, “it was for someone else.”

      				
      “Did you know her?” he asked.

      				
      “No. She was just some floozy with an overactive reproductive system.”

      				
      “What?” The shock was evident in his voice and she was almost pleased at his heated
         response.
      

      				
      “She was pregnant,” she clarified.

      				
      “Jesus, Ellie, I had no idea.”

      				
      “No one did. Funnily enough, I didn’t feel like broadcasting the sordid details of
         exactly how my boyfriend came to leave me.”
      

      				
      “I’m sorry.”

      				
      “Are you? What for? It wasn’t you that cheated on me, then upped and left to live
         with your lover and new baby.” She twisted her fingers in her lap and stared down
         at them, unable to meet his gaze.
      

      				
      “I mean I’m sorry for bringing it up. It’s obviously still pretty raw for you.”

      				
      She shrugged her shoulder and offered him a sad smile. “I wanted to have children.
         I thought we were going to start trying soon. I was so excited about the idea.”
      

      				
      “Shit, Ellie, no wonder you seem so distracted.”

      				
      Despite her humiliation at allowing Gideon to see her in such a raw state, she was
         relieved at finally allowing the words to spill out of her.
      

      				
      “Well, at least you found out what a selfish dick he is before you had kids with him,”
         he pointed out calmly, his expression kind and gentle.
      

      				
      “Yeah, I keep reminding myself of that, but it doesn’t help much.” She shrugged despondently.

      				
      “I get that,” Gideon said, nodding slowly, encouraging her to carry on talking.

      				
      “I know this is going to sound pathetic, but after it all sunk in and I realized he
         wasn’t coming back, I started to get nervous about leaving the house. I was terrified
         of bumping into them both, seeing them so happy together … ,” she swallowed painfully,
         “with their baby.” She stared down at the table and traced her fingertips along the
         grain of the wood, trying to hold herself together, determined not to cry in front
         of him again. “It should have been me.” Her voice wobbled as the anger and pain and
         hurt she’d been suppressing fought its way to the surface. “I thought I had my life
         all planned out, but it came crashing down around my ears and there wasn’t a thing
         I could do about it.” She slapped her hands against the tabletop in frustration. “Not
         a fucking thing!”
      

      				
      When she glanced back up at him, he was studying her with a sad frown on his face.

      				
      “So that’s why no one saw much of you.”

      				
      She drummed her fingers softly on the table now, as the anger subsided. “It’s like
         being a prisoner in your own city. They’re an ever-present threat, just lurking behind
         the scenes. I stopped going out in the end. It was less stressful.”
      

      				
      “He’s really done a number on you, hasn’t he?”

      				
      “Yeah, I guess. I’m an idiot for allowing it to happen.”

      				
      “What are you talking about? There’s no way you could have stopped it.”

      				
      “I’d like to think that’s true, but I let him do this to me. I took whatever he dished
         out in case he left me if I didn’t. He was a hard man to please and it slowly chipped
         away at my confidence until I thought no one else would want me if we ever split up.
         Looking back now I can see the warning signs. No matter what I did, or wore, or said,
         it was never good enough. And I tried hard, Gideon, I swear. I know I can be a bit
         of a handful, but I tried to rein myself in, to be the girlfriend he really wanted,
         but I guess I failed pretty spectacularly.”
      

      				
      “What a dick. That’s psychological abuse, Ellie.” He slammed his own fist down onto
         the table, making her jump.
      

      				
      She raised an eyebrow at him and he gave her a grim smile. “Sorry, but it makes me
         so mad to see what he’s done to you.”
      

      				
      “Yeah, maybe. Or maybe I deserved it … I don’t know.”

      				
      “That’s rubbish, Ellie, and you know it.”

      				
      “I feel like I’ve given the best I’ve got and it wasn’t enough. What if it keeps happening?
         What if I never meet anyone I really click with?” She knew she’d slipped back into
         wallowing in self-pity, but it helped to say all this out loud to someone. To annunciate
         the fears that had been nipping at her toes for months now.
      

      				
      “You have nothing to worry about. Plenty of people out there would be stoked to have
         you as a girlfriend.”
      

      				
      “You reckon?”

      				
      “Yes.”

      				
      She looked into his eyes and was touched to see sincerity there. Gideon was the last
         person she’d expected to get sympathy from, and his kindness only made her feel more
         confused about what had happened between them.
      

      				
      Gideon must have seen a shift in her expression because he frowned and huffed out
         a sigh.
      

      				
      “Do I have to take you on the kitchen table again to prove to you how damn attractive
         you are?”
      

      				
      All the air left her lungs in a whoosh and a rush of blood to the most needy part
         of her threw her off balance. She could barely breathe for excitement and her voice
         seemed to had given up on her. She sat there mouthing the air, totally unable to respond.
      

      				
      Her body screamed “yes” at her like a wailing banshee, but her damn common sense sat
         heavily on her shoulder shaking its head.
      

      				
      Gideon stood up suddenly, shoving his chair back with a screech and looked down at
         her with an intense expression in his eyes.
      

      				
      “Get up,” he said.

      				
      Ellie’s body responded to the demand before her reason caught up, pushing her own
         chair back with a resounding squeal.
      

      				
      Gideon marched around to the other side of the table and grasped her hand, moving
         away quickly and pulling her with him. He practically dragged her out of the kitchen
         into the hallway and led her up the stairs.
      

      				
      “Where are we going?” Ellie managed to gasp as she hurried to keep up with him. His
         words had caused a chain-reaction through her system that sent her blood pounding
         through every artery and vein at double its normal speed. She felt alive with promise
         and unutterable excitement.
      

      				
      What was he going to do to her?

      				
      The mere question thrilled her.

      				
      At the top of the stairs, he turned toward the dressing room and pulled her in with
         him, slamming the door closed behind them.
      

      				
      They stood there, staring at each other, their breathing quick and light.

      				
      “Come here,” Gideon said, and she responded, not allowing herself to think or wonder
         or even care what might happen next. It was as if she’d managed to turn off her nervousness
         and was acting purely on instinct.
      

      				
      It was so freeing.

      				
      The determined touch of his hands on her shoulders made her shiver in anticipation
         and she let out a small gasp as he pushed her around to face the long, free-standing
         mirror, stepping behind her so she could see the whole of herself reflected in the
         glass.
      

      				
      “Put your arms in the air,” he said into her ear, his mouth so close she could feel
         the soft exhalation of breath against her skin.
      

      				
      She did as she was told, raising her arms above her head and waiting, her body quivering
         with expectation. She watched him in the mirror as he grasped the hem of her t-shirt
         and slowly pulled it up, exposing her stomach, then her breasts encased in her plain
         white bra, then over her head and gently up over her arms before he discarded it onto
         the floor beside them.
      

      				
      Ellie automatically pulled her stomach in and averted her eyes from the reflection
         in front of her.
      

      				
      Compared to Gideon’s honed physique she was seriously out of shape. She felt her body
         pull inwards again as her gaze dropped to the floor.
      

      				
      With a ping, her bra came loose at the back and she gasped in surprise as Gideon pushed
         the straps roughly down over her shoulders. The bra slipped away from her body, leaving
         her top half totally exposed and her arms automatically came forward to cover her
         breasts.
      

      				
      “Look at yourself, Ellie,” Gideon said quietly into her ear. His body was so close
         she could feel the heat of him radiating against her bare skin.
      

      				
      “I don’t want to,” she whispered.

      				
      “Don’t give me that,” he said, his voice rough and low. He put one hand under her
         chin and tipped her head, forcing her to look up. She took in the image reflected
         back at her and groaned at the sight. She hadn’t looked properly at her body for ages
         and didn’t like what she saw now. She was so ridiculously voluptuous, her breasts
         large and her stomach rounded. Thank God he hadn’t taken her jeans off to expose the
         cellulite on her thighs.
      

      				
      She met his gaze in the mirror and stared defiantly back.

      				
      “See. I’m nothing like the fit women you usually date.”

      				
      “I love your body. It’s beautiful.”

      				
      Ellie let out a laugh. “Sure it is, if you’re half blind.”

      				
      Gideon shook his head slowly at her. Raising his hands he put one on each of her shoulders
         and pulled back on them, forcing her to stand up straighter so her breasts moved higher
         and further forward.
      

      				
      “If you stop trying to hide yourself, you’ll see how gorgeous … ” He leaned forward
         toward her, the heat of his body burning into her back and kissed the left side of
         her neck, sending shivers down her spine. “How sensual … ” he said against her skin,
         moving to her right side and kissing just below her ear this time. “How utterly sexy
         you are.” This time he grasped her wrists and pulled them behind her body, pushing
         her breasts forwards even more. He held both wrists captive with one hand and pressed
         his body closer to her, trapping them. She gasped as the hardness of his erection
         pushed against the top of her buttocks.
      

      				
      “See how much you turn me on,” he whispered again into her ear, his eyes not leaving
         hers in the reflection.
      

      				
      His other hand came round and cupped the weight of one of her breasts, and as he rubbed
         his thumb gently over her nipple, it hardened in response, making her draw in a sharp
         breath.
      

      				
      Blood pounded between her legs causing a hard ache of need, and she pushed her buttocks
         against him, loving the feeling of his obvious arousal for her.
      

      				
      As she stared back at the mirror, she was amazed to see how different she looked now.
         Her breasts were high and full pushed forward and with her pelvis tipped back, her
         stomach seemed flatter and tighter. For the first time in a very long time, she looked
         at her body, really looked at it, and liked what she saw.
      

      				
      Gideon’s fingers moved to flick over her other nipple, sending another pulse of feeling
         down through her body.
      

      				
      “You see,” he said, kissing along the top of her shoulder. “Gorgeous.”

      				
      He released his hold on her captured wrists and ran his fingers across where her collarbones
         pushed against her flesh, to the dip of her neck, then skimmed down over her breasts,
         down her stomach to the top of her jeans.
      

      				
      He pulled the buttons roughly open and slipped his hands inside, under her panties,
         before pushing them down over her legs.
      

      				
      “Step out of them,” he murmured, and she did as she was told. She was now standing
         naked in front of a mirror. In front of Gideon.
      

      				
      “Bend forward and put your hands against the mirror,” he said.

      				
      “What?” Her voice was shaky and light with arousal.

      				
      “Just do it, Ellie,” he said, kicking her clothes away from them.

      				
      She did it, placing her palms against the cool glass. The mirror held steady against
         her weight, the heavy mahogany strong and firm.
      

      				
      Gideon pulled her hips up and back so she was bent slightly at the waist, her ass
         in the air, then gently kicked at her feet on the inside.
      

      				
      “Spread your legs.”

      				
      Ellie took a sharp intake of breath. The intensity of the scenario was so far from
         anything she’d ever experienced before.
      

      				
      “What are you going to do to me?” she breathed, her heart hammering against her ribs.

      				
      “Wait and see,” he said, still standing behind her.

      				
      She felt a draught of movement behind her and hung there, suspended, for what felt
         like forever, her body throbbing with excitement. Gideon finally came up behind her,
         pressing his now bare hips to the top of her buttocks and his erection against the
         base of her spine. He leaned his body forward against her as he bent to first push
         her hair away to the side, before dipping his head to place a feather-light kiss against
         the nape of her neck.
      

      				
      She groaned in appreciation and held her breath as he ran his tongue down the center
         of her back, moving it over one vertebra at a time. The sensation was delicious; his
         hot, wet tongue against where her skin covered the bone was so sensitive she shivered.
      

      				
      “Cold?” Gideon asked with a smile in his voice, “Don’t worry, we’ll soon warm you
         up.”
      

      				
      Ellie was about to answer when she realized he was pulling away from her to reach
         lower down her spine. Surely he would stop at the base? Surely?
      

      				
      But he didn’t. He kept his tongue moving, occasionally retracting it into his mouth
         to remoisten it, before continuing down, down, down … 
      

      				
      As he passed the last knob of her spine she gasped in surprise as his tongue continued
         its path, deep in between her buttocks, where it played up and down against the sensitive
         flesh there, causing sensation to riot through her body.
      

      				
      She was so turned on and so utterly amazed by the turn of events she could do nothing
         other than groan.
      

      				
      Gideon ran his hands up between her thighs to find how wet she was for him.

      				
      “You like that then,” he murmured against her skin, his voice muffled and guttural.

      				
      First one finger, then two penetrated her and Ellie thought she would come there and
         then.
      

      				
      Gideon twisted his body around underneath her so he now sat on the floor under her
         spread legs, his fingers still inside her, and bent forward to flick his tongue over
         her clitoris with deep, hard strokes.
      

      				
      His fingers pushed in and out of her as he repeated the move with his tongue, each
         stroke firmer than the last.
      

      				
      Ellie was wound so tight from the anticipation and the assault of sensations that
         it only took a few strokes of his tongue before she came spectacularly, shouting out
         in relief as her whole body shook with the intensity of her orgasm.
      

      				
      As her world came back into focus, she became aware of her now-hot hands against the
         mirror and she gazed at her reflection. Her eyes were wide and dark with arousal,
         her skin flushed and glowing.
      

      				
      Gideon moved out from under her and stood behind her again. He gently pulled back
         on her shoulders again to drag her upright, then put one hand on each hip and rested
         his head on top of hers as they both gazed into the mirror.
      

      				
      “See?” he said. “I told you so.” He grinned at her and she couldn’t help but smile
         back, dropping her eyes to take in the gentle curves and strength of her own body.
         Her legs were shaky from her climax but she stood firm, enjoying the sight of the
         two of them in the mirror; the warm olive-colored skin of Gideon’s hands and forearms
         a strong contrast to the paleness of her own.
      

      				
      She felt sexy and attractive for the first time in a very long time. She remembered
         how she used to feel like this, to enjoy her own body, before Paul and his subtle
         snide comments and put-downs, before she lost sight of herself.
      

      				
      Gideon’s insistence and obvious attraction to her had given her something back.

      				
      She twisted under his hands to face him and wrapped her arms around his strong waist,
         dragging him against her.
      

      				
      “Thank you,” she whispered against his chest. His hands tightened on her hips in response
         and his still-hard erection twitched against her stomach, reminding her there was
         still some unfinished business.
      

      				
      She pressed her mouth to his skin and kissed across his chest, her lips skimming over
         the dark smattering of hair and down to his left nipple. She grazed and nipped it
         with her teeth and heard him exhale in response.
      

      				
      “Ellie, you don’t have to,” he said, his voice deep and low.

      				
      “Like hell,” she said, moving across to draw his other nipple into her mouth and sucking
         hard on it, flicking her tongue across the tip with a promise of things to come.
      

      				
      Moving her hands between their bodies, she found his hard shaft and began to move
         her fingers against him rhythmically.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon groaned in response to Ellie’s firm hold on his cock. She was driving him crazy.
         The look in her eyes after she’d come had sent his senses into overload and he’d had
         trouble holding it together.
      

      				
      He’d wanted to do this for her. To try to undo some of the damage that total dick
         of an ex had wreaked on her. How could someone as sexy as Ellie be made to feel so
         low she was ashamed of her own beautiful body? And it was beautiful — voluptuous and
         rounded and delicious. He’d enjoyed turning her on, taking her to the edge and tipping
         her over it. Deep satisfaction welled in his gut, which was rapidly being replaced
         with a raging need to come to his own climax as she worked her fingers over him.
      

      				
      He hadn’t expected her to reciprocate, had even steeled himself for another bout of
         crying, but there was no way in hell he was stopping her now if this was what she
         wanted. And she definitely seemed to want it.
      

      				
      Her little sucking kisses rained down on his chest and lower, down to his stomach
         as she kept up the slow sliding rhythm on his cock, making his blood zing through
         his body, before it accumulated in his groin, making its forceful presence known.
      

      				
      Without breaking the pace, she knelt down and replaced her hand with her mouth, taking
         him deep into her throat, before pulling away to flick her tongue across the tip.
      

      				
      His whole body sang with the joy of it.

      				
      Her mouth was so hot and wet and tight around him he quickly reached his peak, his
         body convulsing in almost painful ecstasy and he ran his fingers into her curls, slowing
         her movements as he exploded into her.
      

      				
      It took him a few moments to come out of his blissed-out trance. He stood, panting
         above her as she worked her way up his body, dropping soft kisses against his quivering
         skin.
      

      				
      “Jesus, Ellie,” was all he managed to say as she appeared level with him. He dropped
         his mouth down to hers and tasted himself on her before pulling her against him, his
         face burrowing into her sweet-smelling hair.
      

      				
      He didn’t want to let her go. He wanted to stay there with her soft body pressed against
         him until he was ready to take her again on the floor, but he knew he shouldn’t. This
         whole episode was crazy, unavoidable it seemed, but still utterly mad.
      

      				
      She pulled away from him and he almost tightened his arms to stop her, but didn’t.

      				
      He needed to let her go.

      				
      He watched her pick up her clothes and put them back on, before tossing his over to
         him.
      

      				
      “Thanks,” he said, stooping to pull his trousers on. Looking up he saw she had a sad
         smile on her face.
      

      				
      “What is it?” he asked, unable to read the thoughts behind the expression.

      				
      “Nothing.” She shrugged one shoulder and increased the grin, but the smile still didn’t
         reach her eyes. “That was fun,” she said, rubbing one hand along the top of her arm
         in an awkward motion.
      

      				
      “Look … Ellie,” he began, still not entirely sure what to say about what had happened
         between them. He knew she needed more from a relationship than he did right now, and
         he was entirely the wrong man for her. He mustn’t give her the impression he could
         give her what she needed — it wouldn’t be fair.
      

      				
      He’d wanted to wake her from her self-loathing stupor and he’d done that, but that
         had to be all this was — a fun diversion to give her the confidence to go out there
         and find someone new who would make her happy.
      

      				
      His gut clenched at the thought of her with someone else, but he knew he had to let
         her go. Their needs and wants were too different, they would never work.
      

      				
      He opened his mouth to say something, to try to put this into words, but before he
         could, she held up a hand to silence him.
      

      				
      “It’s okay, Gideon, I know what this is. And what it isn’t. You and me … ” She shook
         her head and smiled, “We should treat this as a fling, never to be repeated.”
      

      				
      Her words should have made him happy. They were exactly what he thought he wanted
         to hear, so why did he have this sinking feeling?
      

      				
      He shook himself out of it. He was still coming down from the sheer joy of his orgasm
         and it was messing with his head.
      

      				
      “Can we … ” Ellie shifted from foot to foot, unable to meet his eyes, “Um … call it
         quits at the end of the weekend though? If that’s in any way possible with Penny and
         Will here.”
      

      				
      She looked up at him then, her eyes soft and her expression vulnerable. He didn’t
         think he’d be able to say no to anything she asked at that moment, and his body soared
         with excitement that this wasn’t the absolute end.
      

      				
      He moved toward her as she stood there, biting her lip, waiting for his response.

      				
      “Fine by me,” he said and saw the flash of relief in her face before he bent to kiss
         her.
      

      	
   
      
      
Chapter Six

      				
      Ellie sat on her bed with her head in her hands going over what had happened since
         she’d got up that morning. Her whole world seemed to have been picked up and set spinning
         in the opposite direction.
      

      				
      She’d had sex with Gideon.

      				
      The grin that had plagued her since he’d agreed to carry on the fling until the end
         of the weekend broke out again.
      

      				
      This was perfect. She could have her fill of him, then walk away at the end with no
         regrets and no messy ending.
      

      				
      Despite turning her on more than she’d ever thought possible, Gideon was not the type
         of man she believed she’d settle down with. He was exactly what she needed right now
         to give her confidence a boost, to make her feel like an attractive woman again, but
         that’s all it would be. She knew him too well to expect anything more than that.
      

      				
      They’d agreed to have an hour away from each other to cool things down a bit before
         Penny and Will arrived.
      

      				
      Ellie didn’t want Penny to know about this fling with Gideon, so they’d agreed to
         keep it quiet. She didn’t want to have to explain herself or justify her actions.
         She wanted it to be something special and secret between them, something she could
         remember fondly on cold, lonely nights, when she felt like thinking about it. Not
         something that could be brought up at any time and catch her by surprise. Not that
         she’d told Gideon any of that.
      

      				
      This time away from him was good. She needed a clear head when she met Will. She wanted
         her judgment to be sound and unbiased by how she felt right now. Which was pretty
         bloody mixed up.
      

      				
      An hour. To herself. With Gideon two doors down. What the hell was she going to do
         with herself?
      

      				
      She picked up her smartphone and scrolled through her blog reader trying to find something
         to capture her attention. Nothing did.
      

      				
      She’d only been on her own for twenty minutes but it felt like hours.

      				
      Going to the window, she looked out at the stunning view of the Cotswold countryside.
         Lush green and yellow fields stretched away from her for miles. This house was really
         something. It was a shame it held such sad memories for Gideon.
      

      				
      What would it be like to live in a place like this? It was like something from another
         world. Whoever Gideon ended up marrying would be in for a treat — if he ever found
         a woman perfect enough to commit to that was. She wondered idly what she would be
         like. Some svelte, striking socialite no doubt. Someone worthy of this lifestyle.
         The thought made her stomach plummet so she pushed it away.
      

      				
      Glancing at the clock on her phone she was frustrated to see only three minutes had
         passed since she’d last looked at it. Maybe she should go for another shower, just
         to pass some time.
      

      				
      A loud rap at the door sent her heart into her mouth, and before she could say anything,
         Gideon came striding in. The look on his face was fierce, and with a jolt of fear
         she wondered what she’d done wrong.
      

      				
      “It’s only been half an hour,” she said, her voice shaking with sudden nerves.

      				
      “Shut up,” he growled, walking toward her. He grabbed her arm and hauled her toward
         the bed, giving her a shove so she toppled backward onto it.
      

      				
      He grinned mischievously at her surprise before climbing onto the bed, trapping her
         body under his.
      

      				
      “What did I do?” she asked, as he looked down at her, his pupils large against the
         vivid green of his irises.
      

      				
      “Nothing yet,” he replied with a bewitching smile, “but I’m anticipating some very
         naughty behavior.”
      

      				
      Before she could get her head around that statement, he kissed her, forcing her lips
         open and sliding his tongue against hers. Ellie’s body exploded with lust, her carefully
         made plans smashed around her.
      

      				
      She moved her hands up into his thick, dark hair and pulled him even tighter against
         her. He groaned with pleasure and dropped his hips down against her to show her exactly
         how much he wanted her again.
      

      				
      This was ridiculous. It had been less than an hour since her last orgasm and she was
         already panting for more. He smelled so good she wanted to eat him up.
      

      				
      “Gideon,” she managed to say when he came up for air and began kissing along her jaw
         line, sending exquisite tremors of feeling through her ear and down her throat. “Don’t
         you think we should … ”
      

      				
      “I said shut up,” he murmured, pulling the buttons of her jeans open to give his hand
         room to slip inside her panties and find the wet heat waiting for him.
      

      				
      “Oh my God,” Ellie breathed as his fingers opened her up and slipped inside, pressing
         into the sensitive wall of her vagina and gently stroking her g-spot. His thumb moved
         in rhythmical circles against her clit and she arched her pelvis toward him desperate
         to increase the friction.
      

      				
      The slight soreness from their earlier lovemaking only increased the intensity of
         the feeling and she longed to have him inside her again.
      

      				
      “Gideon, please, I need you in me,” she said against his lips.

      				
      He drew away from her just enough to pull his belt open and release himself from his
         jeans and boxers before pressing his body against her again, his hard cock trapped
         between them.
      

      				
      He stilled for a moment, raising his head.

      				
      “What is it?” she groaned, frustrated at the distraction.

      				
      “Nothing, I thought I heard something,” he said, before shoving her jeans and knickers
         down to her ankles and moving down the bed to pull them off completely. He picked
         up one of her bare feet and kissed her instep, warming the skin with his breath.
      

      				
      Ellie shivered in delight at the ticklish sensation that sent thrills shooting up
         her leg straight to her clitoris. He kissed up the inside of her calf, moving up to
         the sensitive skin of her inner thigh.
      

      				
      “Jesus, Gideon, just come here and fuck me,” she groaned, staring up at the ceiling,
         as her body gave a throb of need.
      

      				
      She heard him laugh as he moved swiftly up her body until he was positioned above
         her again. He took a moment to roll on a condom before lowering himself down, the
         tip of his erection teasing her clit.
      

      				
      He stilled again and raised his head. “Oh no,” he groaned.

      				
      “What? What is it?” Ellie said, frustrated to have lost his full attention again.

      				
      There was a ringing sound coming from far away.

      				
      “What’s that?” she asked, her heart already sinking as the answer dawned on her. It
         was the doorbell. Penny and Will. They were here earlier than she’d expected.
      

      				
      Gideon pressed his forehead against hers. “Saved by the cliché,” he said, rubbing
         his nose against hers before drawing away.
      

      				
      Ellie sat up and scrabbled around for her clothes, pulling them on quickly. Her face
         flamed at the thought of facing them in this state. She still ached to feel Gideon
         inside her.
      

      				
      “You go down first,” he said, his voice rough and strained, “I need a minute.”

      				
      “Okay.” She nodded at him and smiled at his pained expression.

      				
      Walking out of the bedroom, she was about to close the door on him when he said her
         name. She turned to face him. His eyes bored into hers.
      

      				
      “To be continued,” he said, giving her a wicked smile.

      				
      Her insides turned over and all she could do was nod back at him in response and flee.

      				
      She ran down the stairs, pulling her fingers through her hair, hoping she wouldn’t
         give herself away when Penny laid eyes on her. She wouldn’t be surprised if her debauched
         behavior was written all over her face.
      

      				
      She needed to pull herself together. Now.

      				
      There was another long, loud ring on the doorbell just before she reached the door
         and Ellie made herself take three long deep breaths before opening it up to let in
         her best friend and her new worst enemy.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon sat on the edge of Ellie’s bed and stared at the wall. The little minx had
         taken him over.
      

      				
      After they’d parted ways to “cool off,” the need to be inside her again had plagued
         him to the point of madness. As he’d paced his bedroom he became acutely aware of
         the self-imposed deadline for their fling and he decided he was damned if he was going
         to waste a precious hour of their time here. Now that he’d given in to his need, he
         found he couldn’t get enough of her. He’d never wanted to have so much sex in one
         day — the fact that she was out of bounds only seemed to make him want her more.
      

      				
      Ellie’s obvious enjoyment at being allowed to let loose excited him and he loved seeing
         her lose control.
      

      				
      He rubbed a hand over his eyes. Thinking about her like this wasn’t helping him get
         his dick under control. It was going to be tricky being with her on their own now,
         and they each had a mission to accomplish, which would only add to the complication.
      

      				
      He cursed under his breath. If Penny and this Will character had turned up half an
         hour later, he wouldn’t be feeling like he was about to explode with pent up sexual
         energy.
      

      				
      He got up and checked his reflection in the mirror. His eyes looked brighter than
         normal, which he put down to sexual frustration. Running a hand through his hair,
         he made for the door.
      

      				
      The chatter of voices floated up from the hallway and he took a moment to watch them
         all from his vantage point on the landing.
      

      				
      Will was standing back from the women, his arms pulled across his chest and his head
         tipped down as if he found something on the floor fascinating.
      

      				
      From where Gideon stood, he looked to be pretty tall and well-built with dark blond
         hair in a buzz cut and a square-jawed, handsome face. He wasn’t anything like Gideon
         had expected. Penny was so petite — and if he was being unkind — mousey. The two of
         them didn’t seem to fit somehow. Or was that Ellie’s influence getting to him?
      

      				
      He was distracted for a second by Ellie laughing at something her friend said. He
         watched her lean forward and hug Penny to her, pulling her face into her riot of curls.
         His cock twitched in response to the sight of her rounded ass encased in those tight
         jeans.
      

      				
      Jesus, it was going to be hell not being able to touch her.

      				
      He knew why she didn’t want Penny to know about their fling and he agreed with her
         reasoning. This was going to end soon so there was no point in telling anyone else
         about it. His chest tightened at the thought, but he ignored the uncomfortable sensation.
         The sooner he got Ellie back into bed the better.
      

      				
      Steeling himself, he walked down the stairs to join the show.

      				
      • • •

      				
      In her peripheral vision, Ellie saw Gideon walking down the stairs toward them and
         steeled herself to deal with his all-consuming presence without giving the game away.
      

      				
      “Hi, beautiful. How are things?” he said to Penny as he drew closer.

      				
      She turned to look at him as he came down the last couple of steps and gave him a
         broad smile.
      

      				
      He bent down to kiss her and Ellie noticed a tell-tale flush on Penny’s cheeks as
         she kissed him back.
      

      				
      “Um, I’m okay. You?”

      				
      “Ah, you know … ”

      				
      Will — who had only given Ellie a perfunctory smile and handshake when they were introduced
         — came up behind Penny now and wrapped an arm protectively around her.
      

      				
      Penny jumped a little at his touch, but tipped her head back and smiled at him before
         turning to Gideon. “Gideon, Will. Will, Gideon.”
      

      				
      Both men nodded at each other. “Welcome to my humble home,” Gideon said with a lazy
         grin.
      

      				
      “Thanks for inviting us,” Will said in return, his blank expression giving nothing
         away. The guy was a nightmare to read.
      

      				
      “Is it just you and Ellie here at the moment?” Penny asked, looking around at the
         sweeping staircase and the grand high ceilings.
      

      				
      “Yes. Gareth and Ali are coming for lunch tomorrow and I find myself between unsuitable
         girlfriends at the moment.” He glanced over at Ellie and gave her a slow, teasing
         grin.
      

      				
      A warm flush of arousal burned in her belly and crept its way through her body. She
         flashed him a warning with her eyes and glanced at Penny, who mercifully hadn’t noticed
         the exchange.
      

      				
      “Sorry we’re a day late. We, uh, couldn’t get out of our other arrangement.” Penny’s
         eyes dipped to the floor as she said this and Ellie wondered why she suddenly looked
         so uncomfortable. Was she lying? She knew Penny well enough to recognize that her
         body language screamed “awkward” and it worried her.
      

      				
      Will had turned away from them, too and was staring out of one of the floor-length
         windows, apparently fascinated by the view of the driveway.
      

      				
      “It must be nice to be so popular, Will,” Ellie said and saw him stiffen in response,
         “I hope you’re not going to make us fight for Penny’s attention when you’re married.”
         She kept her tone light, but he obviously felt the sting behind her words because
         he turned his dark gaze on her and looked at her coldly.
      

      				
      The atmosphere seemed to drop a couple of degrees and everyone stood there like dummies
         until Gideon had the wherewithal to break the silence.
      

      				
      “Okay, so, let me show you where you’re sleeping and you can freshen up if you like
         before dinner.”
      

      				
      “Thanks, Gideon,” Penny said, giving him a nervous smile.

      				
      “I’ll take the bags up,” Will said, his voice rough with tension. “You stay here and
         talk to your friend.” The emphasis on his last word left Ellie in no doubt that Will was having as much
         of an issue with her as she was with him. She guessed Penny must have said something
         to him about her accusations of gold-digging, and he was holding a grudge about it.
      

      				
      Well, good. Perhaps if he were already on edge, he’d be more likely to break under
         questioning and give Penny an insight into his true intentions.
      

      				
      Will went to grab the bags and followed Gideon up the stairs, answering his question
         about the drive over with a curt reply.
      

      				
      When Ellie turned back to Penny, she was disturbed to see a confused frown on her
         face.
      

      				
      “You all right, Pen? You seem a bit flustered.”

      				
      “Hmm? Oh, yeah. Fine.” Her friend turned to give her a weak smile, pushing her fringe
         away from her face.
      

      				
      “You sure?”

      				
      “Yes, yes … it’s just Gideon making me feel like a gawky teenager.”

      				
      Ellie tried to ignore the strange feeling of possessiveness that twisted in her gut.
         “He still has that effect on you?” She gave Penny a quizzical look, unsure whether
         her friend was deliberately misleading the conversation so she didn’t have to admit
         something about Will.
      

      				
      “Yeah. He’s one of those people, isn’t he? You’re so aware of him in the room you
         can practically taste him. You know what I mean?”
      

      				
      “Hmm.” She tried not to think about that and motioned for her friend to follow her
         into the sitting room. Plonking herself onto a sofa, she patted the seat next to her.
         Penny sat down where she was shown.
      

      				
      “I can’t believe he can still do that to me, after all this time,” she said distractedly,
         surveying the grand room.
      

      				
      “Yeah.” Ellie took a deep breath. “Does Will make you feel like that?”

      				
      Penny gave a small start at the abrupt change in focus. “Will? Um … yes. Yes, he does.”

      				
      Ellie smiled uncertainly at her friend and Penny smiled back, her gaze not quite meeting
         Ellie’s.
      

      				
      “You don’t sound very sure, Pen.”

      				
      Penny looked directly at her now, her expression cold and wary. “I don’t get it, Ellie.
         I don’t see or hear from you for months, you don’t return my calls, and never turn
         up to the things I invite you to; then you suddenly appear out of the blue and start
         accusing my new fiancé — whom you’ve never bothered to meet — of being a money-grabbing
         leech.”
      

      				
      Ellie realized she’d pushed things too far too soon and held her hands up in apology.
         “Pen, what can I say? I’m an idiot. I know I’ve been incommunicado. I needed some
         time to sort my head out. I’m sorry. I’ve been neglecting you. It’s just the way you
         talked about him, it made me wary.”
      

      				
      “Wary? Why?”

      				
      “I don’t know, you sounded a bit … strained … ” She petered out, not knowing how to
         broach her fears without getting her friend’s back up again.
      

      				
      Penny nodded slowly, still not quite meeting her gaze. “I’m sorry if I was a bit weird.
         I felt guilty being so happy when you were going through all that crap after Paul
         left. I was afraid you’d think I was rubbing my happiness in your face.”
      

      				
      Guilt made her stomach contract painfully. “God Penny, I’m sorry.” She put a hand
         on her friend’s knee, trying to communicate how bad she felt. At the time it hadn’t
         occurred to her how much her disappearance from her friend’s life would affect Penny.
         She’d only thought about herself and her own misery.
      

      				
      Penny put her hand over Ellie’s where it rested on her knee. “Will … gets me, you
         know? I know he seems sort of closed off, but he’s kind and intriguing and smart,
         and I’m crazy about him.” Her face became alive with pleasure and Ellie felt a flush
         of something akin to shame, but she fought against it. She still didn’t trust the
         guy, but she couldn’t let on to Penny in case she said something to him and gave him
         the upper hand.
      

      				
      “I’m really sorry, Penny. I never should have said that stuff about Will. You love
         him and that’s all that matters.”
      

      				
      Her best friend stared at her suspiciously, unsure whether to believe the apology.

      				
      But after a few moments her expression softened and Ellie felt the tension she’d been
         storing up since they’d arrived begin to drain away. They’d known each other since
         they were five and couldn’t stay upset with each other for long.
      

      				
      “Look, I know it all seems a bit sudden, but he’s really great, Ellie, and he genuinely
         cares about me.”
      

      				
      Ellie tried for a convinced smile. “I’m sure he does. You’re right; I haven’t given
         him a fair chance. He must be great if you like him.”
      

      				
      “Love him.”

      				
      “Love him. Yes.”

      				
      “Ellie, you don’t need to worry about me, I can look after myself.”

      				
      “Sure you can. Just like I can.”

      				
      The two friends smiled at each other.

      				
      “It’s great to see you out and about; I’d almost given up on you seeing the light
         of day.”
      

      				
      Ellie snorted. “That’s what Gideon said.”

      				
      “So are you two getting on okay? You always seem to rub each other up the wrong way
         whenever you’re together.”
      

      				
      Her heart picked up its pace at the thought of him. “We’ve done a bit of rubbing,”
         she couldn’t resist saying, staring down at her hands, desperately trying to control
         the mischievous grin that threatened to break out on her face, “but we’re getting
         on fine.”
      

      				
      When she looked back to check that she hadn’t given herself away, Penny was staring
         around the room again with a far-away look in her eyes. “It’s great to finally see
         his amazing house. Whenever he talked about it he made it sound so intriguing.”
      

      				
      “Yeah, but I don’t think he’s got great memories from when he lived here with his
         grandparents,” she said, grateful for the change in subject.
      

      				
      “I’m not surprised. They sounded pretty fierce.”

      				
      “Yeah, controlling, too, if his sister’s need to disappear is anything to go by,”
         Ellie said, remembering the lack of emotion he’d displayed during their conversation
         about Harriet’s abandoning him. The memory made her uneasy.
      

      				
      “It’s a wonder he’s as sane as he is considering what he’s had to deal with,” Penny
         said, giving a small smile.
      

      				
      “Oh, I don’t know, I think he’s probably suppressing some insane control-freak urges
         under that glossy veneer,” she retorted, wiggling an eyebrow at Penny and delighting
         in her giggling response.
      

      				
      Ellie reached over and hugged her friend close to her. “I so glad you’re here.”

      				
      “Me, too,” Penny said, hugging her back fiercely.

      				
      It felt so good to be laughing with her friend again. She finally pulled back to run
         her hands over her tired face. “You know I haven’t been away since I was cruelly dumped
         for an über-fertile bimbo.”
      

      				
      “Oh, Ellie,” Penny said, giving her a sad frown. “You’re so much better off without
         Paul. What a piece of work.”
      

      				
      “Yeah, well. At least I don’t have to put up with his snoring and his cheesy feet
         anymore — that’s her problem now. Serves her right, the thieving cow.” She flashed
         a forced grin.
      

      				
      Penny raised an amused eyebrow. “Ah, the next stage. Anger.”

      				
      “Yeah, feels good.”

      				
      For a moment, it felt like it could have been ten years ago when they were both single
         and meant everything to each other.
      

      				
      “Listen, do you mind if I go and find Will? I could do with a shower before dinner,”
         Penny said suddenly.
      

      				
      The mention of his name jolted Ellie out of her cozy reminiscing. “Sure, go ahead,”
         she said, waving her friend away, attempting to appear casual and unconcerned. She
         watched Penny walk away and yearned to drag her back and hold her tight so she couldn’t
         be corrupted by a man she seemed to love and trust implicitly, even though they’d
         only just met.
      

      				
      Something still didn’t feel right about it. Will’s possessiveness and Penny’s anxious
         defense of him made her as nervous as hell.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon made Thai green curry for supper. The spicy-sweet aroma filled the kitchen
         while Ellie, Penny, and Will sat around chatting. At least Ellie and Penny did; Will
         hardly uttered a word unless directly addressed.
      

      				
      Ellie had to make a concerted effort not to keep staring over at Gideon as he moved
         around the kitchen with his panther-like grace. She kept having flashbacks to their
         sex marathon, and it was all she could do to keep her body relaxed and her mind on
         the conversation. She needed to concentrate now, if she was going to find out Will’s
         game.
      

      				
      To her surprise, Penny kept giving Will hurt little glances across the table, and
         it seemed like every time she took a small sip of her drink, he would glare over at
         her as if he believed she was deliberately trying to get drunk and would make a fool
         of herself and maybe him, too. Had they had a row? Perhaps things weren’t quite as
         rosy as Penny had made out. If she was smart about it, a little bit of gentle prodding
         might yield some answers.
      

      				
      “So, Will, what do you do for a living?” she asked, turning her gaze directly on him,
         keeping her expression as innocent as possible.
      

      				
      Penny shuffled uncomfortably next to her. “Will’s between jobs at the moment, Ellie,
         I told you that.” Her expression pleaded with Ellie to shut up and she almost cracked
         under the pressure to placate her friend.
      

      				
      “So what’s your next move, Will? How are you going to keep my best friend in the manner
         she deserves?” she plowed on, determined to get some sort of answer out of him.
      

      				
      He looked directly at her this time, his cold gaze steady and searching. “I’m going
         to work something out after the wedding.” His voice was level but held a hint of anger.
      

      				
      “Right,” Ellie replied, determined not to be put off by his abruptness. “It’s a good
         thing Penny’s so generous with her money. Weddings are pretty expensive, I hear.”
      

      				
      There was a stunned silence around the table as her words sunk in. Ellie turned to
         see Penny blinking rapidly before looking away, while Will just frowned down at the
         table.
      

      				
      Gideon broke the tense atmosphere by clearing his throat and announcing that dinner
         was ready.
      

      				
      They ate in silence to begin with, Penny throwing Ellie the odd, hurt glance but unable
         to give her the telling-off she so clearly thought she deserved.
      

      				
      Luckily Gideon stepped in at this point, asking Penny about their plans for the wedding
         and the two of them kept up a steady stream of chatter until they’d all finished eating.
      

      				
      Ellie kept giving Will surreptitious glances, trying to gauge his reaction to the
         wedding talk, but his face remained blank.
      

      				
      “Right,” Gideon said, tapping both palms onto the table, “You two go and relax in
         the sitting room,” he nodded toward Penny and Will. “Ellie and I will clean up in
         here.”
      

      				
      Penny gave him a grateful grin. “Thanks, Gideon, that was delicious.”

      				
      “You’re very welcome,” he replied, smiling at her. “Here,” he said passing her the
         wine, “take the bottle with you. We’ll be up with the coffee in a few minutes.”
      

      				
      Will reached over and grabbed the wine, almost knocking Penny’s hand away in his haste.

      				
      Ellie stayed where she was at the table and watched them go, annoyance surging through
         her body at how controlling Will was.
      

      				
      The moment they were out of the door, Gideon put one hand on the back of her chair
         and leaned down, looking her directly in the eye.
      

      				
      “Subtle Ellie, very subtle. Why didn’t you just tell him outright you hate his guts?
         It would save us having to continue with this ridiculous charade.”
      

      				
      Ellie scowled at him. “He deserved it. He’s barely uttered a word since they arrived
         — how rude is that? He obviously thinks he’s better than the rest of us.”
      

      				
      Gideon raised a thoughtful eyebrow. “Maybe. There’s definitely something weird going
         on.” He moved away from her, grabbing a couple of plates from the table and dumping
         them by the dishwasher. “You stack, I want to watch your ass as you bend down.”
      

      				
      Ellie’s body flooded with heat. “That’s nice, Gideon, very gentlemanly.”

      				
      He gave her his foxy grin and came back to the table for more plates. “Remember, I’m
         not finished with you yet,” he said, his voice deep and guttural as he stood above
         her. “Not even close.”
      

      				
      Her breathing quickened as she imagined exactly what he was going to do to her once
         the other two retired to bed.
      

      				
      “Just in case you’re wondering,” he leant down until their faces were level and only
         inches apart, “I’m going to fuck you ’til you’re sore,” he said with a wicked glimmer
         in his eye.
      

      				
      Holy hell, if she’d thought she was turned on before, it was nothing compared to what
         she felt now. Did he behave this way with all his girlfriends? On second thoughts,
         she didn’t want to know. It was important for her to believe that this was something
         special between them that no one else had experienced — otherwise she’d drive herself
         insane with jealousy.
      

      				
      Wait, not jealousy, she checked herself. More like disgust at his crassness.

      				
      Looking up at him, she rubbed her tongue along her lip and bit down gently on it before
         raising an eyebrow in challenge.
      

      				
      Gideon groaned at her expression and moved forward quickly to kiss her, knocking her
         teeth off her lip before gently biting down on it with his own. The bite turned into
         a suck and he drew her bottom lip into his mouth before releasing it and turning away.
      

      				
      Ellie sat there for a moment, dazed, before getting up to stack the dishwasher while
         Gideon made the coffee. They didn’t speak again but Ellie was acutely aware of every
         move he made.
      

      				
      “Okay, gorgeous,” Gideon said finally picking up a tray laden down with a cafetiere,
         cups, and cream. “Let’s go.”
      

      				
      Ellie followed him out of the kitchen and into the sitting room where Penny and Will
         were talking quietly together. They stopped speaking abruptly as she and Gideon walked
         up to them, and Ellie wondered if they’d been arguing.
      

      				
      Maybe he was beginning to crack under the pressure and Penny was getting a good look
         at what a loser he really was.
      

      				
      She hoped so.

      				
      “So, Will, where are you and Penny going to live after you’re married?” Ellie asked
         as she flopped down onto the sofa opposite them while Gideon put the tray on the coffee
         table between them.
      

      				
      Will stood up suddenly, making them all jump in surprise. “I’m sorry, Gideon, I have
         to go to bed. I’m not feeling good,” he said, rubbing an agitated hand back and forth
         over his closely cropped hair.
      

      				
      “Sure mate, no problem. Hope it wasn’t my cooking that did it,” Gideon replied, turning
         to flash Ellie a surprised frown.
      

      				
      Will’s face broke out into the first rueful grin of the day. “No, dinner was great,
         thanks.” He nodded to them all before turning to leave.
      

      				
      They all watched him walk out in silence.

      				
      “I … think I might go up too,” Penny said once he’d gone. Her voice shook slightly
         and Ellie put out a hand toward her.
      

      				
      “Are you sure you don’t want a coffee first, Pen?” she asked, not wanting her friend
         to leave so soon. This would be the perfect opportunity to work on her some more about
         Will’s unsuitability.
      

      				
      “No thanks,” she said in a small voice before giving them a feeble smile and hurrying
         after her fiancé.
      

      				
      Ellie’s eyes welled with tears in empathy for her friend.

      				
      “Be careful what you wish for,” Gideon said, as he took in her weakened state.

      				
      “It’s for the best, Gideon,” she said defiantly, batting his statement away with her
         hand. She wouldn’t let it affect her. She couldn’t if she was going to help her friend.
         She knew what it was like to be in the grip of a controlling boyfriend and she wasn’t
         going to let it happen to Penny too. “We have to be hard,” she said.
      

      				
      “Hmm.” He sat next to her and gave her a seductive look, reaching his hand out to
         walk his fingers slowly up her inner thigh. “Speaking of which, I guess every cloud
         has a silver lining. You really turn me on when you’re making mischief.” The corner
         of his mouth twitched up and a shiver of awareness made the hairs on the back of her
         neck stand to attention.
      

      				
      “Alone again,” he said quietly.

      				
      “So we are,” she said, her voice shaking with the sudden onslaught of lust. How quickly
         she could switch from upset to exquisitely turned on when Gideon was around. She forced
         the thought of Penny out of her mind, and concentrated instead on the slow burn of
         arousal that licked between her legs.
      

      				
      “Shut the door,” Gideon said with a wicked gleam in his eye.

      				
      She frowned at him. “You do it. You’re closer.”

      				
      Gideon raised an eyebrow at her retort. “I made dinner, and the coffee. It’s your
         turn to do something useful.”
      

      				
      It was no good; she was totally pathetic in the face of his reasoning.

      				
      She got up to close and lock the living room door. When she turned back, Gideon was
         lounging on the sofa, his belt undone and his trousers pulled open at the fly.
      

      				
      “Come over here. I’ve got something for you,” he said, trying to suppress a smile.

      				
      It was too much for Ellie and she burst out laughing at his comical expression.

      				
      “What?” he said, barely able to keep his own face straight.

      				
      Ellie strode over to him and stood there, still shaking with laughter as he looked
         up at her from his prone position, a dark eyebrow raised.
      

      				
      “Strip,” he said, a lazy smile now playing about his lips.

      				
      At one time, someone suggesting that she take off all her clothes in front of him
         would have sent her running for the hills, but not anymore. At least not here, with
         Gideon. He’d already seen everything she had to offer, good and bad, and the fact
         he wanted more made her bold.
      

      				
      She pulled her t-shirt slowly over her head, then her bra away from her body, keeping
         eye contact with him the whole time.
      

      				
      He smiled as she revealed her breasts to him and she felt a surge of power at his
         delighted response. Next, she dropped her hands to her jeans and pulled them open
         before slipping them, with her panties, down over her legs until she stood totally
         naked in front of him again.
      

      				
      Gideon reached beside him for the condom he’d stashed on the arm of the couch and
         rolled it on to his exposed cock.
      

      				
      “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to his lap with a grin.

      				
      Ellie grinned at him before putting one knee on either side of his thighs so she was
         kneeling on the sofa astride him, her hot, wet pussy just inches above his erection.
         She lowered herself slowly down until she felt the tip of his shaft pressing against
         her opening.
      

      				
      “Jesus, Ellie, you’re so fucking hot,” Gideon moaned as she pushed herself down hard
         onto him, taking him fully inside her.
      

      				
      They moved together, Gideon grasping her ass in an attempt to pull her even deeper
         onto him.
      

      				
      Ellie raised her hips before plunging down again, delighting in the depth of the penetration
         as Gideon’s cock hit her hard inside.
      

      				
      He brought his thumb down to massage her clit as she continued to move, and she bent
         to kiss him, their mouths and tongues slipping desperately over each other.
      

      				
      Ellie was aware of her orgasm already building inside her. All she could do was ride
         the feeling and hang on to him as it hit her hard, sending a rush of blood through
         her ears so she could even hear the intensity of her release.
      

      				
      As her world came back to rights she was aware of Gideon’s accelerated breathing against
         her neck and she pulled herself up again, until he was almost out of her before pushing
         down again.
      

      				
      Gideon groaned in pleasure so she did it again. Slowly.

      				
      “You’re killing me here,” he said before grasping her around the waist and swinging
         her around until she was lying back on the sofa with him above her. He thrust into
         her fast and deep, increasing the pace with each stroke.
      

      				
      Ellie rode along with him, loving the closeness of their bodies, the heat and power
         of his against hers as he pushed her slowly up the sofa.
      

      				
      “Touch yourself,” he gasped into her ear, and she did as he said, flicking her fingers
         against her clitoris.
      

      				
      “Tell me when you’re close,” he demanded, cupping her chin with one hand and staring
         directly into her eyes.
      

      				
      She stared back into his piercing green irises and felt herself begin to peak. “Now,
         Gideon,” she said, “now.”
      

      				
      Gideon bent his head to kiss her as the shock waves of her second orgasm took over.
         His mouth quivered against hers before he let out a low moan as he reached his own
         climax with her.
      

      				
      They lay still afterward, Gideon’s cheek laid against hers, his strong body still
         pressed to and inside her, her legs wrapped tightly around his back.
      

      				
      “We could stay like this forever,” she said, without really thinking about the words
         she was saying and felt him stiffen above her.
      

      				
      Damn it, what a stupid thing to say to a man who only wanted a fling.

      				
      He raised his head to look her in the eye and she managed to smile at him before rocking
         suddenly toward the open side of the sofa, catching him by surprise and tipping them
         both off on to the thick pile rug.
      

      				
      “Oof,” Gideon said, landing on his back with her now on top of him.

      				
      She laughed at his bewildered expression and he laughed back with her, holding her
         tight against him so she could feel the wracking heaves of his chest against hers.
      

      				
      He pushed her curls back from where they hung down like curtains on either side of
         his head. “You crazy woman,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s a good job I’m not hard.
         You might have snapped the old boy off and then where would we be?”
      

      				
      He pulled the condom off and raised an eyebrow.

      				
      This made her laugh even harder until her body shook with near hysteria, and she had
         to roll off him in order to hold her stomach and wipe the tears away from her eyes.
      

      				
      “Come on,” Gideon said, standing up and chucking her clothes at her, “let’s go have
         a bath in my en-suite.”
      

      				
      Ellie’s laughter finally dried up enough for her to pull her clothes back on and follow
         him out.
      

      				
      Her body ached from their exertions. A bath would be the perfect thing to do right
         now. How did he do that? Know exactly what she needed all the time.
      

      				
      They walked slowly up the sweeping staircase not speaking so as not to alert Penny
         and Will to their presence. It was quiet on the landing outside their door as they
         crept past it, and Ellie wondered if the couple had made up after their row earlier.
         She hoped not.
      

      				
      Following Gideon into his room, she closed the door quietly behind her and looked
         around. He’d kept the period features intact in here, including an enormous ornate
         fireplace that dominated one side of the room, but the rest of the furniture was in
         a modern art-deco-inspired style. To her right a super king-sized bed sprawled, enticing
         her with its plump-looking pillows and soft down duvet.
      

      				
      Gideon had already gone into the en-suite and set the water running into the bath.
         He poked his head around the door. “Come on in,” he said.
      

      				
      She walked in to find him already naked, waiting for her, the sight of his honed physique
         making her hiccough in delight.
      

      				
      “Ladies first,” he said, gesturing toward the deep double-ended tub that was now half
         full with water and frothy bubbles.
      

      				
      Pulling her clothes off quickly, she dropped them in a heap before stepping gingerly
         into the warm water. Lowering herself down, she groaned as the warmth of it stung
         the tenderness between her legs.
      

      				
      “Sore?” he asked with a smirk.

      				
      “Yes,” she said, pressing her lips together in fake annoyance. “Mission accomplished.”

      				
      “Good,” he said, stepping into the other end of the bath. “I always like to make good
         on my promises.”
      

      				
      The water rose around her as he sat down and she leaned her back against the end,
         drawing her knees up so they poked out of the bubbles.
      

      				
      “I hope Penny’s okay,” she said, lifting her hair up over the end of the bath so it
         trailed down behind her.
      

      				
      Gideon didn’t say anything, just looked at her steadily with his piercing green-eyed
         gaze.
      

      				
      She shifted her hips, uncomfortable under his scrutiny.

      				
      “So how many of your hot dates have you had in this tub then?” she asked, reaching
         for something, anything, to stop her thinking about the pain on Penny’s face when
         Will said he was going to bed without her.
      

      				
      “Are you sure you want to go there?” Gideon said, raising an eyebrow.

      				
      “Maybe not,” she conceded, bobbing her knees up and down beneath the bubbles.

      				
      “If it makes any difference to you, you’re the only person I’ve ever had a bath with,”
         he said, an amused twinkle in his eye.
      

      				
      Ellie shrugged, trying to appear unbothered, even though his admission had given her
         a little thrill of pleasure. “I’m surprised you haven’t run out of sex acts by now,
         considering how many girlfriends you’ve had.” She gave him a sly smile to show him
         she wasn’t entirely serious about giving him a hard time over it now. It would be
         pretty cheeky of her considering she’d just allowed herself to become one of the number.
      

      				
      “You consider this a sex act, do you?” he asked, giving her a provocative look.

      				
      “The two of us, naked in hot, frothy water, just inches apart? Sure, I think I’d categorize
         that as sexy.”
      

      				
      “That’s so sweet,” he said, “it almost makes you sound like a prude.” He waggled an
         eyebrow. “Which I know for certain you’re not,” he said before she had chance to pick
         him up on it.
      

      				
      “I never imagined myself being quite so debauched though.” She gave a sheepish grin.

      				
      “What! I can’t believe that’s true.”

      				
      “No seriously, I’ve never had so much sex in one day.”

      				
      “Really?” he said, clearly surprised by her admission.

      				
      “You might think I’m a highly sexed femme fatale, but it’s not generally my style,”
         she said with a self-depreciating smile.
      

      				
      “You surprise me. I’d have thought you’d be well versed in the art of seduction.”

      				
      His comment made her uncomfortable. She didn’t want him thinking she was generally
         uptight about sex, but she didn’t want to appear easy either.
      

      				
      “It’s all right for you men — you’re allowed to sleep around — but we women have our
         reputations to consider.”
      

      				
      She jumped as Gideon’s loud laugh reverberated around the bathroom. “All right, Jane
         Austen, I think you can probably get off your high horse now.” He splashed her gently
         and she frowned and wiped the droplets off her face.
      

      				
      Gideon shook his head at her and frowned. “I don’t think that’s true anymore,” he
         said. “If I met someone now I’d expect her to have had a few sexual partners already.
         I prefer women to have a bit of experience — it makes for a much better time in bed.”
      

      				
      “Really?” Ellie asked. “I thought men wanted inexperienced virgins so they can help
         them discover the joys of their sexuality.” She laid on the sarcasm to make absolutely
         sure he knew she was joking.
      

      				
      “Well, there is a certain appeal to that,” he answered with a seductive grin, making
         it impossible for her not to smile back. “But seriously, in my experience, when women
         turn thirty they start going through a lot of partners as they try to find their future
         husband.”
      

      				
      Ellie screwed up her nose in disgust. “Ugh, you make it sound so sleazy.”

      				
      “Clinical maybe,” he said, “but you know I’m right.”

      				
      Ellie thought back to her own fears about not being able to find someone to have children
         with before the health risks were too great and realized she might end up like that
         — going through partners at a rate of knots, looking for the perfect father for her
         unborn children — and her heart sank.
      

      				
      Gideon must have noticed the flash of panic that traveled through her, making her
         body tense, because he put his foot against her knee and pushed it gently until she
         looked at him.
      

      				
      “Give yourself a break will you? You’re going to give yourself a heart attack at this
         rate.”
      

      				
      Ellie snorted, desperately trying to recover her composure. “I’m worried I’m going
         to get too set in my ways to let someone mess with my routines. After six months of
         living on my own, I’ve got used to doing exactly as I please. I can do what I want,
         when I want and not have to justify anything to anyone.”
      

      				
      “Yeah, well, maybe you should find yourself a yes-man, someone who gets off on being
         bossed around. That would solve all your problems in one fell swoop.” He smiled at
         her again, but this time she couldn’t find it in herself to smile back. His comment
         brought it home to her just how incompatible the two of them were. Gideon would never
         stand for her bossiness and need for doing things her way.
      

      				
      “Hey, you’ve gone dark on me again,” he said, concern marring his handsome face.

      				
      “I’m okay,” she said, shrugging it off, her gaze dancing around the room as she tried
         to fight the growing unease their conversation had given rise to.
      

      				
      The water swished around her as Gideon moved toward her, sliding her forward as he
         pulled on her arms. She moved her legs to sit on either side of his body so they could
         get closer, facing each other. She looked into his eyes and saw concern and kindness
         and understanding there and it almost broke her heart.
      

      				
      “Forget about all that shit right now. Just enjoy being in the moment,” he said, putting
         one hand under her chin to draw her forward for a kiss while his other hand ran up
         the inside of her leg, sending an immediate current straight between her thighs. She
         did as he told her, giving in to the feeling and wiping her mind of everything but
         the sweet exhilaration of his body imposing itself on hers.
      

      	
   
      
      
Chapter Seven

      				
      The next morning in bed, Gideon lay awake with Ellie breathing gently next to him.
         He hadn’t meant to let her sleep with him and would have used Penny finding them together
         as an excuse, but after their bath they lay down for a second to recover and both
         promptly fell asleep.
      

      				
      He watched her face in sleep. Her eyelids flickered gently as she dreamed. She looked
         happy. Gone was the worried little frown that had become her trademark expression
         these days.
      

      				
      He was glad to have been part of the journey back to herself. That was all he could
         be of course, just a stepping stone on her road to recovery. She needed to start re-planning
         her future and he couldn’t offer to be part of that.
      

      				
      He hoped they’d always remain friends though. The thought of never seeing or speaking
         to her again chipped away at the dark hole he carried around with him, which the rest
         of his family had already disappeared in to. 
      

      				
      He turned to stare up at the ceiling and shook a stream of memories out of his head.
         That was all in the past. He’d promised himself to focus on the future from now on.
         Besides, the wide-ranging circle of friends he’d cultivated over the years were his
         family now. He knew from experience that putting all his love and trust in a very
         small group of people was the fastest way to pain and heartache.
      

      				
      It had been quite an experience getting closer to Ellie. Despite having some crazy
         ideas about searching for some perfect relationship that could never exist, she was
         really fun company and fantastic in bed. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt
         so alive and excited to be with someone.
      

      				
      He turned back to find Ellie had woken up and was staring at him with an intense look
         of concentration on her face.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Ellie had a lovely dream about being in bed with Gideon and woke to find that sometimes
         dreams did come true.
      

      				
      She was surprised to find herself there, until the memories of the day before came
         flooding back, filling her with a mixture of elation and confusion. She didn’t know
         how she was going to untangle the mess of feelings her little adventure with Gideon
         had given rise to, so she decided to keep living in the moment and not worry about
         it for now.
      

      				
      He’d been staring up at the ceiling deep in thought when she first looked at him,
         but now he turned to her, and their gazes locked.
      

      				
      How could he look so bloody good first thing? Even after just waking up his face seemed
         to radiate an other-worldly perfectness that people would pay a king’s ransom to emulate.
         Something particular about him was catching her attention this morning though, and
         it took her a moment to put her finger on what it was.
      

      				
      He raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Why are you staring at me? You’re freaking me out.”

      				
      “There’s something different about your eyes. They’ve lost their frown.”

      				
      Discomfort flashed across his face. “What are you talking about?”

      				
      “Don’t look at me like I’m mad. I just mean you seem … happy.”

      				
      His brow creased in irritation. “Relaxed. I’m relaxed. Something I haven’t been for
         some time.”
      

      				
      “Okay. Relaxed then.” She wondered if she’d stepped over the invisible line that separated
         this weekend from the rest of their lives, and a slow sinking feeling pulled at her
         insides.
      

      				
      “Fancy getting a bit more relaxed with me?” he asked, a mischievous twinkle appearing
         in his eyes and she relaxed again as things righted themselves.
      

      				
      He brought his hand up to her face and drew her head toward his, touching his lips
         gently against hers. The softness of the caress sent thrills of longing tripping over
         her skin and moisture pooled between her legs, making her instantly slick with need.
      

      				
      “I can think of worse ways to start the day,” she breathed against his lips, returning
         his feather-light kisses. She felt him smile against her mouth and her spirits soared.
         She loved the fact they understood each other so well.
      

      				
      “Gideon?” she said, drawing back from him.

      				
      “Yeah?” His fingers skimmed over her collarbone before dancing lightly between her
         breasts.
      

      				
      “Why do you think nothing’s ever happened between us before?”

      				
      “I guess your family has always been a factor for me. Gareth would kill me if he knew
         what I’m doing with you right now. You’re forbidden fruit.”
      

      				
      “What sort?”

      				
      “Hmm?” His fingertips found her belly-button and he dipped them inside one after the
         other.
      

      				
      “ … of fruit?”

      				
      “Definitely a ripe, juicy pear.” He ran his fingers back up over her breasts, making
         her nipples stand up and sending another rush of fiery need straight between her legs.
         “And I suspect a bowl of plump, sweet cherries would sum you up to a tee … ” He moved
         down her body now, kissing over her stomach, down to the apex of her thighs.
      

      				
      Ellie giggled as his breath warmed her skin, the anticipation making her heady.

      				
      “The sort that when you nibble them, their juice runs down your fingers and over your
         tongue.” He dipped his tongue to taste the little hidden nub between her folds.
      

      				
      Ellie experienced a shock of pure arousal. She didn’t think it was possible to feel
         more turned on than she had the day before, but it just went to show, she still had
         a lot to learn about her response to sex. And to Gideon, too, it seemed.
      

      				
      Gazing down at his dark head as he moved between her legs she felt a surge of powerful
         delight that it was Gideon down there, intent on pleasing her. The man who let her
         get away with very little when it came to her misgivings or her attempts at ridiculing
         him for his less than considerate behavior toward his girlfriends.
      

      				
      Paul had never been very interested in oral sex — at least not giving it; he hadn’t
         had any trouble receiving — and she wasn’t used to such intimacy. Gideon didn’t seem
         to have any qualms. In fact, she’d swear he was enjoying himself if his eager response
         to her was anything to go by. She’d worried for a second that she’d pushed things
         too far by suggesting he might be happy there with her, but he’d seemed more than
         willing to have sex with her again, so who was she to complain? Perhaps he was using
         the sex to divert her away from talking about such icky things as feelings, but hey,
         that was fine by her if he continued doing what he was doing right then.
      

      				
      Her body was tight with arousal and she began to peak under his intensive attentions,
         her head spinning with joy as her body convulsed with sensations, leaving her limp
         and spent and totally blissed-out.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      After finally dragging himself out of bed, Gideon made his leisurely way down the
         stairs, leaving Ellie to follow innocently behind five minutes later, so as not to
         give the game away to Penny and Will.
      

      				
      The kitchen was empty when he got there, so he set about making coffee and grabbing
         eggs and bacon out of the fridge. He was physically drained from their morning of
         sex and he was in desperate need of a slap-up breakfast.
      

      				
      Ellie poked her head around the door just as the coffeemaker made its final death
         rattle.
      

      				
      “All alone?” she asked, her gaze dancing around the room.

      				
      “Yup, our secret’s safe,” he said, smiling at her relieved expression. Play-acting
         that nothing was going on between them was frustrating, and he wished again that Penny
         and Will weren’t here so he and Ellie could enjoy relaxing together, having lazy sex,
         and talking crap. He’d never really got into hanging out with girlfriends like that
         on a Sunday, but the idea of doing it with Ellie appealed to him. She was such easy
         company.
      

      				
      He poured her a coffee and handed it to her, meeting her eyes as their fingers brushed.
         She looked so adorable when she blushed.
      

      				
      He set about grilling the bacon and beating the eggs, all the while aware of Ellie
         watching him.
      

      				
      He felt a pang of guilt at his less than enthusiastic response to her comment about
         him seeming happy. He wasn’t sure why it had made him feel so uncomfortable. Maybe
         because he was acutely aware that this thing between them would be over soon and he
         couldn’t afford to start attaching any emotions to it. It was going to be hard enough
         as it was to walk away.
      

      				
      When he finally turned to slide plates of bacon and eggs onto the table, she was sitting
         in one of the chairs with a far-away expression in her eyes.
      

      				
      “Earth to Ellie. Grub’s up,” he said, nodding at the food as he pushed the plate closer
         to her.
      

      				
      “Thanks,” she said, shaking herself out of her trance. She picked up her fork and
         held it above the food, sinking back into her thoughts.
      

      				
      “What’s going on in your head?” he asked, amused by her flakiness.

      				
      “I was just wondering what Penny sees in Will. I know he’s reasonably good looking,
         but he’s so bloody surly. She’s such an upbeat person. If she sticks with him, he’ll
         probably drain all the joy out of her. I don’t think I could stand to see it.”
      

      				
      Her voice had taken on a desperate edge and the fork twitched in her hand.

      				
      “You don’t need to worry anymore,” said a deep voice from the doorway, and they both
         twisted round to see Will standing there, a defiant expression on his face.
      

      				
      “I’m leaving,” he continued before either of them could respond. “Look after Penny
         for me,” he said, and Gideon could have sworn he saw a look of pain flash across his
         face, before he turned and walked away.
      

      				
      They sat there in stunned silence for a beat before Ellie stood up, knocking her chair
         away from her and throwing him a quick look of worry before hurrying out.
      

      				
      Gideon sat and listened to her footsteps ring out in the hall before she mounted the
         stairs and pounded up them at speed, off to find Penny he supposed.
      

      				
      He finished his breakfast while he waited for the women to appear, knowing they were
         all in for a tough morning. He was going to need all his strength to deal with the
         amount of emotion he imagined would be flying around once they came downstairs. He
         shuddered at the thought. Placating crying women was not his forte, although, he reminded
         himself, he’d done okay with Ellie only yesterday. Mind you, that had been a totally
         different proposition, especially as he’d had some benefit out of it, too.
      

      				
      His thoughts flew back to their sex-filled day, and he felt himself get hard again.

      				
      With a sinking feeling, he realized there wouldn’t be another opportunity to get Ellie
         back into bed now. They couldn’t leave Penny to deal with Will leaving on her own.
      

      				
      Sighing, he got up and cleared the plates away, stacking them in the dishwasher and
         washing the dirty pans in the sink, before going to find the women and offer his tea-making
         assistance.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Ellie stood outside Penny’s door for a minute to listen for the sound of crying. Her
         heart beat in double-quick time at the thought of finding her friend in who-knew-what
         sort of state.
      

      				
      She was about to knock quietly on the door when it flew open to reveal Penny, her
         face pale and drawn and her eyes wide with shock.
      

      				
      “I was coming down to find you,” she said, her voice shaking slightly, “You got what
         you wanted. Will has … ,” she seemed to have trouble swallowing before continuing
         on and Ellie was aware of a pain, deep in her chest at the sight of her friend trying
         to be brave.
      

      				
      “He’s gone,” she finally said in a rush. “The wedding’s off; he can’t go through with
         it.”
      

      				
      Tears now welled in her eyes and she blinked rapidly, trying to force them away.

      				
      “Oh Penny, I’m so sorry,” was all Ellie could think to say while her emotions raged
         internally: relief at her friend being free of a controlling leech warring with guilt
         at inciting Will to leave and make her so unhappy.
      

      				
      “Are you really, Ellie? Because I got the impression you were doing your damnedest
         to make him so uncomfortable he felt he had to leave.”
      

      				
      Not knowing how to answer that, she pulled Penny toward her, needing to hold her close,
         hoping to show her how loved, how cared for she was, but Penny resisted, holding herself
         stiffly away.
      

      				
      “Don’t,” she whispered, her voice strangled by sadness. “I don’t want you to touch
         me right now. If I start crying I don’t think I’ll ever stop.” She drew back and Ellie
         saw that her face was rigid with the effort of stopping the tears.
      

      				
      “Okay,” Ellie said, totally at a loss now for how to help her friend. It was for the
         best, she reminded herself, but after seeing Penny so distraught, she didn’t feel
         so confident any more.
      

      				
      “I need a cup of tea,” Penny said with what sounded like false confidence.

      				
      “Good idea. Let’s go down to the kitchen,” Ellie said, backing up so Penny could leave
         the room. They walked down the staircase in silence, Ellie in the lead, her legs slightly
         shaky. If she was feeling so messed up, God knew how Penny was feeling.
      

      				
      Gideon was standing at the bottom of the stairs, looking up at them as they descended.
         Ellie gave him an infinitesimal nod as they drew closer and he seemed to get what
         she meant because he turned and headed back to the kitchen. He was taking some mugs
         down from the cupboard when they walked in and he gave Penny a supportive smile.
      

      				
      “Hey Penny,” he said, his bright green eyes heavy with sympathy.

      				
      “Will’s gone,” Penny said to him, her voice cracking with the effort.

      				
      Gideon stopped what he was doing at the counter and came over to give her a hug.

      				
      Ellie felt a twang of jealousy to see that Penny allowed him to hold her without pulling
         away. Perhaps a bit of male attention was what she needed right now, she told herself
         to squash the discomfort.
      

      				
      “You want to talk about it over a cup of tea?” he asked her, pulling back to look
         her in the eyes.
      

      				
      “You read my mind,” she answered, giving him a small smile.

      				
      Gideon gestured toward a chair at the table, “Take a seat, and I’ll bring it over
         when it’s ready.”
      

      				
      Penny did as she was told, slumping down onto one of the seats with a defeated sigh.
         Ellie took the seat next to her and put her hand gently over her friend’s, totally
         stunned when Penny moved hers away from her touch. What was going on? It wasn’t supposed
         to go like this.
      

      				
      “I’m so sorry for ruining your weekend, Gideon,” Penny said, staring down at the table
         as she spoke. “Will didn’t want to come, and it took me a while to persuade him. That’s
         why we were so late. We didn’t have other friends to meet on Friday.”
      

      				
      A prickle of unease began at the base of Ellie’s spine as Penny continued to give
         her the cold shoulder. Surely she could see getting rid of Will was for her own good?
         The guy had been downright rude to them all and had clearly buckled under the pressure
         of being questioned about his motives for being with Penny.
      

      				
      “I was hoping that once he met you guys, he’d see how excited you were for me to be
         with someone who made me happy,” Penny went on, still not looking at her. “That he’d
         realize you wanted me to be happy, and you trusted me to make my own decisions.”
      

      				
      She turned to face Ellie now and the anger in her expression sent a burning heat up
         Ellie’s neck to her face, while a low, dark drag of shame traveled quickly downward,
         making her suddenly nauseous.
      

      				
      “My parents were their usually sniffy selves,” Penny continued, totally unaware of
         the chaos of feeling that rooted Ellie to the spot, “and it really knocked his confidence
         when he saw how unimpressed they were with him as my choice of husband. He doesn’t
         know them well enough to know that no one I chose would have passed their test. I
         tried to tell him, but it didn’t make any difference.”
      

      				
      “What was it they didn’t like about him?” Gideon asked gently, bringing three cups
         of tea over to the table and sitting down opposite them.
      

      				
      “The fact he doesn’t have any money. They clearly can’t understand why someone as
         gorgeous as Will would want to be with someone as plain and boring as me.”
      

      				
      “Don’t say that … ,” Ellie began, but Penny ignored her.

      				
      “They were angry we were planning to go to America to get married quickly. I think
         they’d expected to put on some great show to impress their friends once someone was
         finally fool enough to take me on. Or maybe just to prove they hadn’t totally failed
         with me after all.”
      

      				
      “I can see why they’d be suspicious, Penny,” Ellie said trying to keep the nervous
         shake out of her voice. “Why did you agree to go to the States to get married so soon
         anyway? I thought you’d always wanted a big, grand wedding.”
      

      				
      “I’m pregnant,” Penny said, and Ellie felt as if all the air had been sucked out of
         the room and the ceiling was pressing in on her.
      

      				
      “What?” She could barely speak for the sudden constricting pain in her throat.

      				
      “It was an accident,” Penny said, her face pale with tension. “When we found out,
         we hadn’t been seeing each other long and I think Will only asked me to marry him
         out of a sense of duty. It was important to me that my child would have security and
         two parents to care about him. I guess I jumped at the proposal, imagining it was
         real for the sake of my sanity, when I should have given the whole thing more thought
         and time. I was scared. I couldn’t stand the thought of bringing up a child on my
         own and there was no way in hell I was getting rid of him.” Her expression now reflected
         the depth of her misery and Ellie thought she’d never felt so wretched in her entire
         life.
      

      				
      “I would probably have done exactly the same thing, Pen,” she said, desperately trying
         to hide how affected she was by it all.
      

      				
      “I do love him though,” Penny said and she dropped her gaze and stared at the floor
         while Ellie sat there like a lump of stone, feeling like the worst friend in the entire
         world.
      

      				
      “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked, but she knew why.

      				
      Penny looked at her sadly. “I didn’t want to burden you with it. You were going through
         so much crap after Paul left, I didn’t feel like I could ask you to take on any more
         problems.”
      

      				
      “Pen, you should have come to me. To hell with my pathetic wallowing, I’m so sorry
         I wasn’t there for you.”
      

      				
      Penny sighed. “It’s okay, Ellie, I don’t even know what I would have said to you to
         be honest. I never thought for a second anything would actually develop with Will.
         I hoped … but he never seemed that interested in a relationship. When we finally got
         together I was thrilled, then I found out about the extent of his money problems and
         I felt — I dunno … worried that I was being used. He promised me that wasn’t the case
         and I believed him. He proved it to me. Every second we were together. I know he loves
         me.”
      

      				
      She took a deep shuddering breath and a quick sip of her tea. “I’m sorry I was so
         evasive about coming out to meet you alone. It was at a really tricky time with Will,
         and I didn’t feel I could leave him on his own. He became so depressed about his debt
         situation, I was terrified he’d do something stupid while I was out. I couldn’t break
         his confidence by telling you that. He would have been so humiliated. He’s never felt
         as though he deserves to be happy, you see.”
      

      				
      Ellie put her hand on her friend’s arm and looked her directly in the eyes, despite
         the sudden urge to run and hide. “Oh God, Penny, I’m so sorry. I’ve been such a selfish
         cow. I sincerely believed I was doing this to help you out, but I think I’ve been
         so screwed up for so long, things got a bit … muddled. I was jealous of you. I wanted
         to be the one getting married. At least I thought I did at the time. I was so terrified
         I’d never find anyone to love me again and I took it out on you.”
      

      				
      As Ellie said the words, she knew they were absolutely true. She’d been lying to herself
         all this time and look what had happened — she’d been instrumental in ruining her
         friend’s happiness. She was so ashamed of herself.
      

      				
      Penny shook her head and blew out a deep sigh. “It wasn’t your fault. I think this
         would have happened even if we hadn’t come here. He’s been acting strangely for days,
         kind of withdrawn and angry and it all came to a head last night.”
      

      				
      “Still, I shouldn’t have provoked him like that,” Ellie said.

      				
      “It doesn’t matter now, anyway. He’s gone and he’s not coming back.”

      				
      “Oh, Pen, are you sure? Maybe he just needs a bit of space to think.”

      				
      “No, I’m sure,” she whispered, the devastation on her face making Ellie’s chest tighten
         painfully. “Gideon,” she said, turning to him now, “I know this is a lot to ask, but
         can you take me back to Bristol? Will took our hire-car, and I don’t know if I could
         manage a train journey home without breaking down in front of a carriage full of people.”
      

      				
      Ellie’s heart dropped to her knees as the consequences of Penny’s request hit home.
         This was it then, the end of the weekend. It had come about much too soon for her
         liking, but maybe she deserved to be deprived of the rest of her fling with Gideon
         after the way she’d acted. She looked up at him and saw a flash of something she couldn’t
         read pass over his face for a second — but only a second — before he nodded and smiled
         at Penny.
      

      				
      “Of course I will, if that’s what you want. Are you sure you don’t want to relax here
         for the rest of the day? We can look after you.” His gaze skimmed to Ellie’s, perhaps
         asking for her to wade in and help her persuade Penny to stay, but before Ellie had
         a chance to interject, Penny spoke again.
      

      				
      “That’s so kind,” she smiled at him, her eyes watery with tears, “but I just want
         to go home.” Her voice broke on the last word and Ellie found herself welling up in
         empathy.
      

      				
      “I’ll ring Gareth and Ali and tell them not to come,” Gideon said, putting a gentle
         hand on her arm. “We can catch up with them another time,” he concluded when he clocked
         the look of embarrassment on Penny’s face.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon found Ellie straightening out her bedroom ten minutes later. She glanced up
         as he came in and gave him a sheepish frown.
      

      				
      “I’ve let Gareth and Ali know what’s happened,” he said, watching her turn and sit
         on the bed, before looking up at him.
      

      				
      “You didn’t tell them it was my fault, did you?” she asked anxiously.

      				
      “I said Penny and Will were having problems and not to bother coming up.” He moved
         further into the room and sat on the bed next to her, keeping enough room between
         them so they didn’t touch each other. Getting sexually worked up right now would definitely
         not help the situation.
      

      				
      “Oh God, Gideon, what have I done?” she asked, her voice breaking.

      				
      He’d known she’d react like this as soon as Penny told them she was pregnant, and
         instinctively he lifted his hand to push a lock of hair away from her face before
         withdrawing it again. Not a good idea, based on recent events.
      

      				
      “It doesn’t sound like any of this is down to you. From what she said, they’ve been
         having issues for a while.”
      

      				
      “But my stupid, thoughtless comments were the last straw,” she whispered and his heart
         went out to her.
      

      				
      “You don’t know that,” he said, shaking his head, desperate to reassure her now. He
         hated to see her so down again after she’d begun to pick herself up. “You were worried
         about your friend, and let’s face it, if everything had been rock solid between them,
         even your pathetic attempts at shaming him into admitting to his villainous ways wouldn’t
         have had any effect.”
      

      				
      She gave him a weak smile at his joke and his worry lifted a little.

      				
      “Give yourself a break, Ellie, and concentrate on being a solid friend for Penny,
         okay? She needs you to be one hundred percent upbeat for her.”
      

      				
      Ellie nodded confidently now. “You’re right. Yes. I need to look after her now.”

      				
      “Good.” He slapped his hands onto his knees, suddenly awkward with the emotional intensity
         of the conversation. This was exactly the type of thing he usually kept well away
         from, but he was actually pleased he’d been here this time to help smooth things over.
         “I’ll go and load the car. See you downstairs in a minute.”
      

      				
      “Okay,” she said, nodding again.

      				
      He turned back to her and searched for something else to say, to try to successfully
         close what they’d started here, but not a single thing came to him. Instead he gave
         her a curt nod and walked away, a strange feeling of disappointment twisting in his
         gut.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      The journey home was mostly conducted in silence. Penny stared out of the window,
         only turning occasionally to answer one of Ellie’s lame questions on any subject she
         could dredge up that wouldn’t remind her friend of Will. Ellie gave up in the end
         and sat in silence, alternating between staring at the back of Gideon’s head in the
         driver’s seat in front of her, and the scenery out of her window.
      

      				
      A deep sense of loss washed over her at the thought that there would be no more sex
         with Gideon. No more ribbing him about his multi-faceted love life — that wouldn’t
         be a subject they could discuss any more without it becoming awkward. She was going
         to miss him. To miss his gentle teasing and his come-to-bed eyes. The thought of seeing
         him with someone else made her chest tighten and her blood race, so she tried not
         to think about it and focus instead on how she was going to help Penny get through
         the next few painful months.
      

      				
      If she’d known how much Penny loved and needed Will, she never would have interfered.
         “Be careful what you wish for,” Gideon had said, and he’d been absolutely right. She
         should have stayed well out of it. Perhaps if she’d been more welcoming, Will would
         have given things another chance.
      

      				
      She couldn’t think like that though, it would drive her crazy. It was done and there
         wasn’t any way she could change things now.
      

      				
      Gideon finally drew up in front of Penny’s house and pulled on the handbrake. He turned
         to look at Penny and she smiled stoically back at him.
      

      				
      “You sure you want to go home? I bet Ellie would be happy to have you at her place,”
         he said.
      

      				
      “No, I have to go in some time and face being there without Will. It may as well be
         sooner rather than later. I’m not going to allow this thing to chase me out of my
         own home,” she said with a determined ring to her voice. Ellie was in total awe of
         how strong her friend was in the face of heartbreak. If anyone had asked her how she
         thought Penny would take something like this, she would have said very badly.
      

      				
      But then that was the difference between them; Penny was a lot stronger than she was.
         Penny wouldn’t wallow in selfish solitude for six months like she had. Or push her
         friends and family away when they tried to help.
      

      				
      Well, Ellie was determined not to let herself get into that state again, because if
         there was one thing she’d learned this weekend, it was that she was incredibly lucky
         to have people who cared about her.
      

      				
      “Do you want me to come in with you? I can stay the night if you like,” she said,
         already putting her hand on the door handle.
      

      				
      “No. I just want some time to myself.”

      				
      “Oh. Okay.” She nodded slowly, trying not to show how hurt she was by her friend’s
         rejection. Perhaps she deserved it after what she’d done. “You know, Pen, maybe if
         I talked to him I could smooth things out … ”
      

      				
      “No.” Penny’s voice was hard now. “Just leave it alone, Ellie.”

      				
      She nodded quickly and put her hands back in her lap. Gideon shifted in his seat in
         front of her but didn’t say anything. She knew what he must be thinking. He’d warned
         her this might happen. Why hadn’t she listened to him?
      

      				
      Penny leaned across and kissed Gideon on the cheek. “Thanks for bringing me back.”

      				
      He gave her a small nod. “No problem. Take care of yourself, okay.”

      				
      Penny gave him a weak smile before exiting the car.

      				
      They watched her in silence as she mounted the steps to her house and let herself
         in through her front door.
      

      				
      “Home then?” Gideon said, once Penny had disappeared from view, using the rear-view
         mirror to look at her.
      

      				
      “Yes,” she said, knowing it was useless to expect anything more from him and determined
         not to embarrass herself by asking for it.
      

      				
      “Get in the front then,” he said, giving her a grin.

      				
      She climbed between the seats into the front and did up her seatbelt. When she turned
         to look at him, he was smiling in bemusement.
      

      				
      “What?” she said, frowning at him in surprise.

      				
      “Nothing.” He started the engine and pulled away, heading over to her flat.

      				
      They didn’t talk on the way there and she felt increasingly twitchy as they got closer
         to their destination. A small voice in her head kept wondering whether he’d change
         his mind and ask to come in. To suggest they continue what they’d begun, but she didn’t
         dare ask him in case he said no. She didn’t want to hear it.
      

      				
      They finally reached her road and Gideon swung into a space, pulling on the handbrake
         but keeping the engine running.
      

      				
      So he had no intention of coming in then.

      				
      Her heart sank as she realized this was the moment, the absolute end to her and Gideon
         and their weekend of fun.
      

      				
      “Okay then,” she said, leaning in to give him a light kiss on the cheek and allowing
         herself to breathe him in one last time, to try to imprint his smell on her memory
         for a rainy day.
      

      				
      “Okay then,” he replied, giving her his trademark foxy grin. How could he be so unaffected,
         she wondered. He looked as he always did, relaxed and self-assured. Her gut twisted
         with pain to see it.
      

      				
      “So … thanks … for everything,” she said, wanting to say so much more but finding
         she was totally unable to voice the jumble of thoughts in her head.
      

      				
      “It was my absolute pleasure,” Gideon said.

      				
      Her eyes were hot with unshed tears so she gave him a quick smile before getting out
         into the cool afternoon air, slamming the car door behind her and walking swiftly
         away.
      

      	
   
      
      
Chapter Eight

      				
      No matter how hard Ellie stared at her phone for the rest of that week, Gideon didn’t
         call.
      

      				
      It wasn’t as if he’d promised to ring, but she couldn’t squash the feeling they needed
         to speak to each other to smooth over the rough end to the weekend. It certainly hadn’t
         concluded the way either of them had anticipated.
      

      				
      She went to call his mobile a couple of times, but stopped herself. Her stupid pride
         wouldn’t let her.
      

      				
      Instead, she called her parents and was overwhelmed by how happy they were to hear
         from her. It felt good to finally tell them everything that happened with Paul. The
         hurt and humiliation that had kept her from talking to them disappeared once she said
         it all out loud and she wondered why she’d allowed herself to leave it so long to
         tell them. After putting down the phone, she felt happier and lighter than she had
         in a very long time.
      

      				
      Next she phoned Penny and wouldn’t give up until her friend agreed to let her come
         over and take care of her. It took her a while, but she finally managed to convince
         Penny she was truly sorry about not trusting her judgment and she wanted to make it
         up to her.
      

      				
      Life was beginning to straighten out again, but to her utter frustration, her treacherous
         body had left her with a thrumming need to be touched and held and made love to after
         the intense sexperience at the weekend. Worse than that, she missed Gideon’s company
         — his wicked sense of humor and the way he made her feel like the most special woman
         on earth when he talked to her. Thinking about him all the time was making it very
         difficult to concentrate on anything else.
      

      				
      As each day passed, she grew more and more distracted until she started making stupid
         mistakes at work and had to take herself off to one side and give herself a good talking
         to.
      

      				
      She was being ridiculous. They’d both agreed that the affair would end when they left
         the manor, and for a very good reason. There was no future for them as a couple.
      

      				
      Even though she turned this into a mantra and made herself say it to her reflection
         in the mirror ten times every hour, the germinating seed of thought that they could
         make it work somehow, would not be squished.
      

      				
      Luckily, on Thursday morning one of her friends at work suggested they have a girly
         night out on Friday, and Ellie jumped at the chance for a distraction from waiting
         for a phone call that would never come.
      

      				
      They arranged to meet in a restaurant in town before going out for some drinks and
         seeing where the night took them.
      

      				
      The possibility of something new and exciting happening to her helped Ellie begin
         to say goodbye to her weekend with Gideon, and despite the dragging sadness at the
         loss of hope that it would come to anything more, she felt calmer and more focused.
      

      				
      This would be good. It was exactly what she needed to do now. What Gideon had wanted
         her to do after waking her up from her selfish, self-pitying stupor.
      

      				
      She was ready to take the next step.

      				
      • • •

      				
      On Friday night, Ellie was hooking a hoop through her ear when a loud knock at the
         door made her jump. She went to ask the taxi driver to wait since he was early and
         she wasn’t quite ready yet.
      

      				
      Gideon stood on her doorstep, smiling down at her as she stared open-mouthed at him.

      				
      He was wearing a dark gray Italian suit, his white shirt pulled open at the collar
         flashing a vee of tanned skin beneath it.
      

      				
      Her throat constricted and the low ache that had plagued her for the entire week intensified
         until her whole body jumped with nerves.
      

      				
      “Hey, Ellie,” he said as his gaze dropped from her face, down her body to her shoes.
         “Going out?”
      

      				
      She shifted her feet, wondering if she’d overdone it with the outfit and crossed the
         line from sexy into tarty.
      

      				
      “You look gorgeous,” he said, his voice deep and low and his pupils large.

      				
      Relief washed though her. Not tarty then.

      				
      “Where have you been?” she asked before she could check herself. He was right; subtlety
         really wasn’t one of her strengths.
      

      				
      “Scotland. I had some business there.”

      				
      “Oh. Right,” she said, nodding stupidly.

      				
      Gideon’s mouth twitched at the corner, his expression bemused. “Can I come in? I’ve
         got something to tell you.”
      

      				
      “Yes, of course,” she said, backing up to let him in to the hallway. As she led him
         into her tiny living room, her heart raced with excitement. Was he going to suggest
         they carry on with their affair? Her insides were a jumble of apprehension and longing.
         It would be typical for him to mix her up again just when she’d convinced herself
         she was better off finding someone who was interested in settling down and having
         a grown-up relationship.
      

      				
      What would she say to him if he made the suggestion? She had no idea how she’d deal
         with it. Could she consider a future with Gideon, or would she be foolish to even
         think he’d be interested in anything long-term?
      

      				
      He sat down on her sofa, pulling a magazine and a dirty plate out from under him and
         cocking an eyebrow at her untidiness, before tossing them onto the coffee table.
      

      				
      Ellie sat down opposite him in her big squashy armchair, kicking her shoes off and
         drawing her feet up, tucking them under her. She waited for him to speak, her hands
         shaking in her lap.
      

      				
      “I found Will,” he said, and she blinked at him slowly, trying to process what he
         was saying. “He was staying with a friend in Edinburgh,” Gideon continued, oblivious
         to the churning disappointment going on inside her. “We talked and I think I convinced
         him to come back and give it another try with Penny. He’s a good guy, Ellie — he’s
         got some issues to deal with, but I think he really loves her.”
      

      				
      He waited for a response, his expression going from expectation to confusion. “That’s
         what you wanted, right? For them to give it another go.”
      

      				
      “Yes, yes … ” she blurted, nodding and giving him a weak smile, trying to appear pleased.

      				
      Gideon frowned at her. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked, his gaze raking her face.

      				
      “Of course,” she answered, her words sounding over-bright to her ears. Despite being
         happy to hear the good news about Will and Penny, a hard lump began to form in her
         throat as she realized he wasn’t here to continue their affair, and she had trouble
         swallowing it down. Hot tears burned in the back of her eyes, but she refused to let
         them come in front of him.
      

      				
      It was good he wasn’t here for her, she tried to convince herself. She needed to move
         on from this. From him.
      

      				
      “That’s great, Gideon. Penny will be over the moon,” she managed to struggle out.

      				
      “Yeah, well, I wanted to let you know so you can stop beating yourself up about it.”

      				
      “Thank you.” She gave him a confident smile, blinking the tears back rapidly.

      				
      Silence filled the room as they looked at each other.

      				
      “So,” Gideon said, breaking the uneasy atmosphere that had fallen between them. “I’d
         better leave and let you go out.”
      

      				
      Ellie nodded and forced a smile, but all the while, a voice in her head screamed at
         her to stop him. To do whatever it took to prevent him from walking out of the door,
         because she was pretty damn sure this would be her one and only chance.
      

      				
      He got up and strode toward the living room door as the internal battle raged in her
         head. Five more seconds and he would be gone. She stood up, too, and followed him
         toward the door.
      

      				
      As he turned to look at her, she felt a lurch of sadness to see that his eyes were
         hard and his expression closed.
      

      				
      “Think you’ll find your future husband tonight?” he asked, a rough edge to his voice.
         He quirked an eyebrow to show her he was joking, but his words fell flat and her stomach
         plummeted to her knees as the last drop of excitement she’d felt earlier drained out
         of her.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon groaned inside and almost punched the wall in frustration at the idiocy of
         his question. What a stupid thing to say to her. What the hell had compelled him?
      

      				
      He knew, of course, what it was.

      				
      As soon as she’d opened the door and stood there looking up at him with those big,
         blue eyes, he knew he’d made a mistake coming here. He should have done this over
         the phone. That way he wouldn’t have had to see those long curvaceous legs or her
         high full breasts that fitted so neatly into her low-necked top. He wouldn’t have
         had her intoxicating, sweet-honey smell in his nostrils or the low, dark pull of longing
         in his chest.
      

      				
      At the time, he’d thought their bargain to end the fling when they left the house
         was a good one, but for the last week he’d felt so frustrated being away from her
         he was almost convinced he was going insane.
      

      				
      He wanted her so much. He needed to be inside her again. He missed being with her.

      				
      Ellie looked back at him with a questioning frown. Her mouth parted for a second,
         and he saw the flick of her tongue against her teeth and he totally lost it.
      

      				
      Striding forward, he pushed her back against the wall, his body hard against hers,
         and brought his lips down to hers, forcing them open so he could slip his tongue into
         her sweet mouth.
      

      				
      He threaded his fingers into her hair, grabbing fistfuls of it and holding her head
         still so he could kiss her more thoroughly.
      

      				
      She wriggled against him, her firm breasts pushed up hard against his chest, and kissed
         him back.
      

      				
      At the moment he’d moved toward her he hadn’t stopped to wonder what her reaction
         would be — hadn’t even cared — but an intense excitement pounded through him as she
         kissed him back furiously, matching his passion and need.
      

      				
      She smelled so good, felt so soft and hot against him, he lost himself in the moment,
         not allowing his usually analytical brain to question his actions.
      

      				
      Her hands were on his belt, fumbling with the buckle and he knocked them away in his
         haste to release himself from his clothing.
      

      				
      Ellie’s hands flew to his face, cupping his jaw and stroking her thumbs over his cheeks
         possessively as her lips savaged his. Her breath came quickly, heating his skin, and
         she made a low growling sound in the back of her throat sending his senses into overdrive.
      

      				
      Finally free of his clothing, he pushed his hands roughly up between her legs, under
         her skirt, yanking her panties aside to find the damp warmth he knew would be waiting
         for him. His fingers slipped inside her and she let out another loud groan against
         his lips.
      

      				
      “Please,” she whispered pushing herself harder against him. “Please … ”

      				
      After what had felt like the longest week of his life, trying not to think about her,
         trying not to remember, he’d had enough. She was so wet against his hand, the promise
         of her hot tightness around him was too much, and he pulled his fingers out of her,
         lifted her leg under her knee and pushed his cock hard inside her. He slipped up to
         the hilt easily, her body as desperate for him as his was for her, and he took out
         his frustration on her, pounding her with his need and his absolute desperation for
         her.
      

      				
      She felt so good around him.

      				
      His thrusts lifted her higher up the wall and she wrapped her legs around his back
         tipping her pelvis for maximum friction against him.
      

      				
      They moved together, hard and fast, grinding themselves together, trying to get deeper,
         tighter, closer.
      

      				
      Her nails dug into the flesh of his shoulders and her body tensed as she climaxed,
         shouting out his name as she tipped into oblivion.
      

      				
      He couldn’t hold on any longer and gave in to an orgasm that wracked his body, forcing
         his eyes shut as a tide of sensation rushed through him, the intensity of it leaving
         him weak and shaky.
      

      				
      They held onto each other tightly, both still coming down from their climaxes, their
         breathing quick and ragged.
      

      				
      Gideon buried his face into her hair, leaning into the wall to keep them both upright.
         After a few moments, his strength returned, and he loosened his hold on her and felt
         her legs unwrap from around his waist.
      

      				
      Moving back gently, he allowed her to slip down off him and she placed her feet back
         on the floor and released her grip around his arms.
      

      				
      He went to pull the condom off and froze.

      				
      It wasn’t there.

      				
      What the hell? Had it come off inside her?

      				
      But he knew it hadn’t. He knew what the heavy sinking in his gut meant.

      				
      He’d forgotten to use a condom. For the first time ever.

      				
      “Ellie?” he said, trying to keep the panic out of his voice.

      				
      She frowned at him, obviously aware of his anxiety, despite his attempts to hide it.
         “What is it?”
      

      				
      “You’re on the pill, right?” he said, clinging on to the hope that it would all be
         fine and they wouldn’t need to deal with this right now.
      

      				
      “No,” she said, “I stopped taking it when Paul left.” Her eyes flicked uncertainly
         between his, her expression questioning, before the meaning of what he’d asked hit
         her and turned momentarily to shock before relaxing into derision.
      

      				
      “You forgot?”

      				
      “We forgot,” he said, moving fully away from her now and pulling on his trousers. “I
         seem to remember you being part of this, too.”
      

      				
      He turned away from her and ran a hand across his eyes, battling with a sudden rush
         of anger.
      

      				
      “Don’t worry, I don’t have anything nasty. I got myself tested after I found out Paul
         had cheated on me, and you’re the only person I’ve been with since.”
      

      				
      Gideon didn’t reply, still battling to contain the rising panic that made his stomach
         nauseous and his veins feel like they were filled with fire.
      

      				
      “I’m guessing you’ve been careful, too?” Ellie asked quietly behind him, her voice
         now small and strained.
      

      				
      “I always use a condom,” he said, fighting to keep his voice level.

      				
      She snorted. “Not always.”

      				
      He spun round to face her, his heart racing like a snare drum. “You have to take care
         of it, Ellie. I can’t have any … ” he struggled for a word big enough to sum up the
         potential life-altering catastrophe but couldn’t find one, “mistakes.”
      

      				
      Her eyes immediately lost their amused twinkle and her expression closed over. “I’ll
         take care of it,” she said, her voice now hard.
      

      				
      “You have to, Ellie, we can’t take any risks.”

      				
      “I said okay, Gideon,” she practically hissed at him, her face contorted with hurt
         and anger.
      

      				
      “Look, I’m sorry, but having a kid right now would be … ” he paused, unsure how to
         kindly put into words the utter chaos that would befall them if she did get pregnant.
         The idea terrified him. He would lose everything he’d so painstakingly built over
         the years: his lifestyle, his freedom, his peace of mind … 
      

      				
      Ellie pushed herself away from the wall and advanced toward him, her body tense with
         fury. “You think I’d try to trap you, Gideon?”
      

      				
      He thought back to the pain on her face as she talked about Paul’s new girlfriend
         being pregnant and the look of jealous longing when she found out Penny was going
         to have a child. He knew she wanted children of her own and that she thought she was
         running out of time. “I don’t know,” he said, desperately trying to gather himself
         and slam a lid on the whirlwind of confusion that made rational thought impossible.
         He hadn’t planned for any of this and he felt like things were spinning away from
         him now. He was losing control. He stepped back toward the door to the hallway as
         she advanced on him, her eyes narrowed in anger.
      

      				
      “Do you really think I’d want to have a kid with someone like you?” Her voice shook
         with rage. “I feel sorry for all those girls who started a relationship with you with
         the impression that something more could develop. Little did they know. You’re not
         in it for the long term, just a quick fix and time to move on to the next one.” She
         was clenching and unclenching her hands at her side in agitation. “Because you’re
         a coward, Gideon. And you know what? Each time you trade up, they’re going to get
         just a little bit younger.” She pointed a shaking finger at him now. “You do realize
         that you’re going to end up a pitiful, letchy fifty-year-old trying to date twenty-year-olds?
         That’s sad, Gideon, really sad. And pathetic.”
      

      				
      The growing panic transformed into a white-hot rage, pounding through his veins as
         the cruelty of her words sank in. He looked down at her as she stared defiantly back
         at him and felt nothing but cold, hard anger.
      

      				
      “I’m not surprised Paul left you if this is what he had to put up with,” he said as
         the anger overtook him and he gave in to it, shoving away a niggle of shame as the
         words left his mouth.
      

      				
      Her stunned expression told him he’d hit his mark, and her eyes welled with angry
         tears. “Get out,” she shouted, pushing him hard away from her.
      

      				
      He stumbled backward from the force of the shove, smashing his hip against the doorframe.
         An unnerving calm overtook him, and he turned and walked away from her quickly, before
         he did something stupid, slamming the front door hard behind him.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Ellie stood in the now silent room, with the sound of her anger reverberating around
         her head. How dare he accuse her of plotting to do something so … low. Hot tears of
         rage and disappointment sprang to her eyes, and she let them fall heavily onto her
         cheeks and drip down onto her top.
      

      				
      She’d felt such elation when he’d stormed forward to kiss her, was so relieved to
         see he was caught in the same desperate need to be with her again. But that’s still
         all it was to him. Sex.
      

      				
      His hysterical reaction to forgetting the condom had proved he wasn’t interested in
         a real relationship with her. It wasn’t as if she didn’t expect him to be worried
         about her getting pregnant — they’d only been having sex for a short time after all
         — and in an ideal world they’d probably have worked up to talking about having children
         if he’d been serious about her. But he’d been angry about it, as if she’d planned
         the whole thing and deliberately tried to catch him out.
      

      				
      Bastard.

      				
      He’d come to her. She’d already decided there wasn’t any future with him and tried
         to move on.
      

      				
      A sudden swell of sadness took over her rage and she slumped back onto the sofa and
         let the heaving sobs wrack her body, expelling all the hurt and humiliation he’d left
         her to deal with alone.
      

      				
      A loud knock at the door made her jump in shock, and for a moment her hopes rose as
         she wondered whether he’d come back to apologize.
      

      				
      “Taxi!” a voice shouted through the letterbox and her heart sank again. Of course,
         her night out. The night she’d been looking forward to, to help her put the memory
         of Gideon to the back of her mind.
      

      				
      She brushed the tears forcefully off her cheeks and took a deep breath. She would
         go out — there was no way she was going to let him get the better of her and allow
         herself to wallow in misery all night. No way was she going back to being the old
         Ellie. Readjusting her clothing, she ran to the door and shouted to the taxi driver
         to give her two minutes.
      

      				
      In the bathroom, she freshened up as fast as she could and reapplied her make-up,
         putting an extra layer of bright red on her lips for confidence.
      

      				
      Right. She was going out. She wouldn’t think about Gideon again tonight and would
         deal with the rest of the problem in the morning. Grabbing her bag, she gave herself
         one last cursory look in the mirror before stepping out of the door and pulling it
         firmly shut behind her.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      After leaving Ellie’s flat, Gideon paced around the block to try to cool down his
         overheated temper.
      

      				
      He was so angry with himself for getting into this position in the first place. He
         knew he should have followed his initial instincts and left her well alone, but at
         the same time he also knew that was rubbish — he’d hadn’t been able to stop himself.
         Neither of them had.
      

      				
      He knew he had to go back to her flat and smooth things over with her. Virtually accusing
         her of trying to get pregnant on purpose had been one of the stupidest things he’d
         ever said, but apologizing wouldn’t help the fact he wasn’t sure he could give her
         what she needed. She’d made that abundantly clear to him with her jibe about him making
         a terrible father.
      

      				
      Ellie needed someone who was willing and able to settle down right away and give her
         the love and support she needed. That she deserved. He didn’t know if he had it in
         him to make her happy. After all, he hadn’t managed to make any of his family love
         him enough to want him around. He’d hardened himself against the possibility of it
         happening to him again, and he didn’t know if he could soften himself enough to trust
         anyone now. He didn’t want to risk Ellie’s sanity on the possibility that he couldn’t.
      

      				
      The dull pain in his chest that had appeared after she’d given him the chewing out
         throbbed there, adding to his discomfort.
      

      				
      He finally decided to stop being such a coward. He shouldn’t leave things as he had.
         For the sake of his sanity — and his friendship with her family — he needed at the
         very least to apologize and make sure she was all right.
      

      				
      Walking back toward her flat, he stopped dead as he spotted her coming out of her
         door, pulling it closed behind her with a determined look on her face.
      

      				
      So she was still going out judging by the fact she hadn’t changed her clothes and
         had applied some deep red lipstick.
      

      				
      Perhaps the best course of action was to leave things be, he decided. Why rock the
         boat if she was apparently already over him and ready to go out and face the world?
         And maybe find herself someone who was able to give her what she wanted.
      

      				
      The thought of all those men in the bar she’d end up in, staring at her, maybe one
         of them buying her a drink with a view to taking her home with him made him clench
         his fists so tightly, his nails bit into the skin of his palms. No, he should treat
         this as a blessing. It would be ridiculous to chase after her now. She was fine without
         him — she was a survivor.
      

      				
      He turned to go, before she caught sight of him, and walked quickly in the opposite
         direction, away from the taxi, away from the woman who was the closest thing he’d
         ever had to a true lover.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Waking up the next morning, it took Ellie a few minutes to fully come round and let
         the events of the night before seep back into her consciousness. Ugh. She’d definitely
         drunk too much wine trying to blot out the memory of Gideon and the “unfortunate incident”
         as she was now calling it.
      

      				
      Despite her determination not to brood about what had happened, every time there was
         a lull in conversation she’d found herself thinking about what she needed to do this
         morning. The thought of it brought tears to her eyes.
      

      				
      Gideon would make a fantastic father.

      				
      She knew she’d gone too far telling him he wouldn’t, and she regretted her cruelty,
         but she couldn’t let herself dwell on the thought. If only he’d let himself trust
         someone enough to stay put and give a relationship a real go. He had everything she
         could ever want from a partner: kindness, brains, a great sense of humor, security
         … but not the one thing she really needed — sticking power. He’d walked away from
         her without a backward glance.
      

      				
      Apparently a relationship with her wasn’t worth fighting for.

      				
      She sighed and rolled out of bed, groaning as her brain pounded against her skull.
         In the kitchen, she swallowed down a scalding cup of tea, but couldn’t touch any food.
         There was no point in delaying any longer; she needed to get to the pharmacy.
      

      				
      Twenty minutes later, she was back in her apartment with some headache tablets and
         a morning after pill.
      

      				
      She stood staring at it where it lay on the counter for a few moments.

      				
      If she didn’t take it, there was a possibility she could have what she wanted. A child.
         Gideon’s child.
      

      				
      If she fell pregnant, she could pretend she’d taken the pill and it hadn’t worked.

      				
      Her hands shook as she placed them against the counter and dipped her head, taking
         deep breaths in and out.
      

      				
      She could trap him, just like he suggested. She could have the one thing her whole
         life had been focused on for the last couple of years.
      

      				
      But she could never do that. She knew because the thought made her feel sick. How
         low would she need to stoop to put her own selfish needs first and to hell with anyone
         else? It would be a hollow victory. In fact, it wouldn’t be any kind of victory at
         all.
      

      				
      What had she turned into?

      				
      Taking one last breath, she grabbed the pill and held it on her tongue for a second
         before swallowing it down with a large drink of water. As soon as it slipped down
         her throat she allowed the tears to come again, giving in to the heavy painful drag
         in her chest and hunching down onto her heels, resting her head against the cupboard
         door.
      

      				
      All that could have been swam through her head. The image of a little boy with Gideon’s
         bright green eyes and jet black hair, sitting on her knee giggling as they played
         Row the Boat appeared front and center in her mind, and her body convulsed with devastated
         tears until she was barely able to breathe.
      

      				
      Logically she knew there was no guarantee she would have become pregnant this time
         anyway, but that didn’t stop the deep, ache of loss that pummeled her now. But it
         wasn’t just the loss of the phantom child, it was the fact all hope of making anything
         happen with Gideon now was gone.
      

      				
      She was in love with him and there was nothing she could do about it.

      				
      She stayed crouched against the cupboard door until the sobs lessened and she felt
         like her legs wouldn’t give way if she stood up. She needed to pull herself together
         and make a plan for the rest of the day, to keep the sadness at bay. There was no
         way she was spending the weekend mooching around on her own feeling sorry for herself.
         He may have proved to be totally untamable, but Gideon had at least given her a lesson
         in how to drag herself up by her boot straps and start living her life again.
      

      				
      As she pulled herself up to make herself a strong cup of coffee, the phone rang and
         she reached to pick it up.
      

      				
      “Hello?”

      				
      “Ellie, it’s Penny.” Her friend’s voice sounded light with excitement.

      				
      “Hey Pen, how’s it going?” She struggled to make her voice sound as normal as possible.
         If her friend asked her what was wrong she’d only break down and she was determined
         not to do that again.
      

      				
      “It couldn’t be better actually. He’s back. Will came back.”

      				
      Ellie closed her eyes and blew out a relieved sigh. Thank God.

      				
      “Oh, Penny, that’s great.”

      				
      “Can I come over?”

      				
      “Sure, I’m not busy today. Come over whenever.”

      				
      “Great, I’ll be there in half an hour.”

      				
      “Okay,” she said, grateful for at least a few minutes to put herself back together
         and transform herself from the tragic mess she must look like. She didn’t want to
         distract Penny from her excitement by having to explain swollen eyes and blotchy skin.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Half an hour later, they were sitting on Ellie’s sofa drinking cups of tea.

      				
      “So, he turned up looking awful and apologized for leaving and begged me to take him
         back. I gave him a pretty hard time, but he refused to let me kick him out,” Penny
         said, her cheeks pink with happiness and her eyes more alive with joy than Ellie had
         ever seen them. “I think he genuinely wants to make this family work. He was scared
         he couldn’t do it, that he wouldn’t be a good enough father and husband, but it’s
         okay now. It’s going to be okay.” The exuberance in her voice was catching and Ellie
         found herself beaming with happiness.
      

      				
      “I’m so pleased for you, Penny,” she said, and she realized she meant it. All she
         wanted was for her friend to be happy.
      

      				
      “So the wedding is back on,” Penny continued, “and we’ve decided to have it in England
         after all. Will said he wants me to have the wedding I really wanted all along, which
         means I can have my friends there to celebrate with us.”
      

      				
      Ellie twisted her fingers together, her breath catching in her throat as she waited
         for her friend to say the words she’d been anticipating since the conversation began.
      

      				
      “I want you to be my maid of honor, Ellie.”

      				
      Ellie smiled through the tears that now welled in her eyes. “I would love to. Thank
         you.” She pulled Penny in for a hug and held her tightly.
      

      				
      So this was it. Her friend was getting married and starting a family, and Ellie would
         no longer be the most important person in her life. Pushing away the jealousy that
         niggled at the corner of her mind, she steeled herself against it. This was about
         Penny now, not her. She would be fine. Absolutely fine. It was time for her to grow
         up and start acting like an adult.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      It had been a week since Gideon had last seen Ellie and he was still waking up each
         morning with a sinking feeling that he couldn’t shake. His concentration was suffering
         as a result and he decided to take a few days away from the office to try to work
         the melancholy out of his system. He filled his time visiting friends and tried to
         get her out of his head, but she refused to budge. Typical Ellie.
      

      				
      He spent a weekend alone in his Cotswold manor, wandering from room to room, reliving
         the painful childhood memories. Without Ellie there, the place once again felt cold
         and unfriendly. He decided it needed more than just a cosmetic makeover.
      

      				
      It needed new memories.

      				
      Later that afternoon, he found Penny locking her front door as he tramped up the driveway
         to her house.
      

      				
      “Gideon!”

      				
      “Hello, sweetheart, how are you?”

      				
      “I’m great. How are you?”

      				
      He took a deep breath before answering. “You heard about me and Ellie, right?”

      				
      She gave him a puzzled smile. “No.”

      				
      “She didn’t tell you what happened?” He felt a thud of sadness that she hadn’t even
         told her best friend about what had gone on between them. So she’d written him off
         completely then.
      

      				
      “Is this about the weekend at your house? I wondered if something was going on with
         you two.” She broke into a beaming smile, and he put up a halting hand to stop her
         from getting the wrong idea.
      

      				
      “Don’t get too excited because it’s all over now.”

      				
      “Oh.” Her face fell at the news. “What a shame.”

      				
      He shrugged and tried to appear nonchalantly unconcerned, but apparently it didn’t
         work because Penny gave him another sad frown.
      

      				
      “Do you want to come in?”

      				
      “Thanks.”

      				
      Penny opened the door and led him into her living room, gesturing for him to sit down.

      				
      “So Will tells me he bumped into you.”

      				
      “He told you about that, huh?”

      				
      “Not that I’m not grateful, but why did you go and see him?”

      				
      “Because I could see what a huge mistake he was making, walking away from something
         so good.”
      

      				
      She looked at him for a moment and he could feel the weight of her underlying question
         about why he’d walked away from Ellie. She chose not to push him on it though. “Well,
         thanks. Whatever it was you said to him did the trick.”
      

      				
      “He knew what an idiot he was being, he just needed it reaffirmed for him.”

      				
      Penny laughed and swiped her fringe out of her eyes.

      				
      “Well, thanks for making him feel like an idiot.”

      				
      “It’s one of my great talents, apparently,” he said, giving her a wry smile.

      				
      He paused for a moment and rubbed a hand across his eyes. “And I thought it was about
         time I did something for someone else for a change. I seem to have become so insular,
         I forgot what it’s like to do something without having an ulterior motive.”
      

      				
      “Ellie’s really got to you, hasn’t she?”

      				
      He smiled at her uncanny ability to see straight through him. “I made a real mess
         there, Penny.”
      

      				
      “I suspect she’ll give you another chance if you ask her.”

      				
      He raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Maybe. But I’m not sure I can give her what she needs
         right now.”
      

      				
      “You’d be great together, Gideon. Paul really leached the confidence out of her, but that weekend at your house
         she was more like the old Ellie than I’ve seen her in a long time.”
      

      				
      “I don’t know if I want children right now though, and she’s set on it. I’m used to
         only taking care of myself and I guess I’m a bit selfish with my freedom.”
      

      				
      Penny nodded thoughtfully. “Well, only you can decide whether she’s worth giving up
         your lifestyle for.”
      

      				
      He snorted. “My lifestyle. When you put it like that, it makes me sound like a total
         dick.” He sighed and shook his head. “I think I’ve got a bit too used to keeping things
         surface level. It’s a culture shock for me to even consider a serious relationship.
         I’ve become a bit blinkered in my old age.” He gave her a wry smile.
      

      				
      “Haven’t we all. Look, I know she’s a pretty intense person and getting her to step
         back and relax is virtually impossible, but if anyone can do it, it’s you.”
      

      				
      She smiled at him, and the lead weight he’d been carrying around in his chest lifted
         a little.
      

      				
      “I wanted to ask you something,” he said, sitting up straighter in his seat.

      				
      “Fire away.”

      				
      “If I offered my house in the Cotswolds for your wedding reception, would you be interested
         in using it?”
      

      				
      Penny raised her eyebrows in surprise.

      				
      “Are you serious? We’d love to get married there. We’re having real trouble finding
         a suitable venue at such short notice and your house would be perfect for what we
         had in mind.”
      

      				
      “I need to fill that place with happy memories before I can live in it again. I’ve
         let my past take over my life for too long, and it’s time I exorcised it.”
      

      				
      “Well, we’d love to exorcise it for you.”

      				
      “Good.”

      				
      “We were hoping to get married pretty quickly, so I’m not too tired to enjoy it.”

      				
      “Not a problem, name your date.”

      				
      Penny nodded thoughtfully.

      				
      “I’ve asked Ellie to be my maid of honor. It might be a bit awkward if you two aren’t
         talking.”
      

      				
      The thought of seeing her again made his insides clench, but he shoved the unease
         away. They would have to face each other again at some point, and maybe doing it whilst
         surrounded by distractions and a friendly crowd would be the perfect time. “I’m sure
         we can be adults about it.”
      

      				
      Penny gave him another sad smile that he chose to ignore.

      				
      • • •

      				
      It was a week before Penny broke the news about the venue to Ellie.

      				
      “How very generous of him,” was all she managed to struggle out when she heard. Just
         the mention of Gideon’s name tapped into the sinking feeling she’d been trying to
         conquer for days now.
      

      				
      “Oh Ellie, you’re so mean about him. Why do you do that? He’s been nothing but nice
         to you,” her friend chided, giving her a light, reprimanding tap on the arm.
      

      				
      “Nice. Yuck. I can’t stand the way he uses women, them casts them aside like litter.
         He’s always done it. He can never stick with one woman; he’s convinced the grass is
         greener in the next acre.”
      

      				
      “Why do you care so much?”

      				
      Ellie swallowed hard before answering. “It’s the principle, Penny. I hate playboys,
         and he’s one of the worst I’ve ever met.”
      

      				
      “I know how you feel about him,” Penny said quietly.

      				
      “What do you mean? I don’t feel anything for him. Except annoyance.”

      				
      “Ellie … ” Penny gave her a withering look. “Don’t talk crap.”

      				
      “What do you mean?” Her heart raced at the realization her secret was out. Had Gideon
         said something to her?
      

      				
      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. You and Gideon. You two are having a thing.
         Am I right or am I right?”
      

      				
      “You’re not right, Penny.” Perhaps she could still bluff it out. Maybe her friend
         was just taking a stab in the dark about a hunch she had. She didn’t want to burden
         Penny with more of her angst right now and cast a shadow over her friend’s happiness.
      

      				
      “But you were, the weekend at the house. You two could barely tear your eyes away
         from each other. And all those suggestive comments you both kept making. You didn’t
         really think we wouldn’t notice, did you?”
      

      				
      Ellie was flummoxed. “I thought we were being discreet.”

      				
      Penny laughed. “Ellie, I didn’t think the word discretion was in your vocabulary.”

      				
      “Yeah, well, it’s over now,” she said, looking away from her friend’s concerned gaze
         and trying to keep the pain out of her voice.
      

      				
      “Are you sure? I was only saying to Will today what a terrific couple you’d make.
         You’re so funny together, and he’s a pretty good catch, Ellie.” She wiggled an eyebrow,
         and Ellie gave her a reluctant smile.
      

      				
      Penny frowned at her lack of reaction to the joke. “What’s wrong? Did it end badly
         or something?”
      

      				
      “You could say that. I had to take the morning after pill.” She stared down at her
         hands and twisted them together in her lap as tears filled her eyes. Damn it. She’d
         promised herself she wouldn’t cry over him again.
      

      				
      “Do you want to talk about it?” Penny asked, looking her in the eye.

      				
      “No. It’s time I moved on. He made it pretty clear he’s not interested in anything
         serious. Anyway, I’ve decided it’s time to get back out there. I’m giving internet
         dating a go.”
      

      				
      “I’d bet my inheritance you won’t be single for more than two weeks,” Penny said.

      				
      “You might regret placing that bet.” She rubbed a hand over her eyes to wipe away
         the tears that clung to her lashes. “At least this whole thing with Gideon made me
         realize what a lucky escape I had getting away from Paul. Trying to please him turned
         me into a loony. I got obsessed with the idea that having a child with him would miraculously
         turn him into a nicer person, but it would have been a disaster for everyone involved.”
      

      				
      “Yeah,” Penny said, putting a comforting hand on her arm. “It’s a shame things didn’t
         work out for you and Gideon, but you never know, the man of your dreams might be at
         the wedding.” She raised a speculative eyebrow.
      

      				
      “Yeah,” Ellie said, “maybe he will.”

      				
      In fact, she knew he would be. The wedding was going to be held in his house.

      	
   
      
      
Chapter Nine

      				
      A month later Gideon stood in the grand hall to his home, watching as the teams of
         caterers and florists busied about transforming his house into Penny and Will’s wedding
         reception.
      

      				
      He liked the idea of the house filling with happy memories now, to banish the loneliness
         and inadequacy he’d associated with the place when his grandparents still lived here.
         It gave him a sense of satisfaction that he was now on the road to exorcising those
         demons, and this wedding was going to be a huge step on the road to recovery.
      

      				
      He was so glad he could do this for the two of them. He liked Will. The time he’d
         spent with him recently had been an eye-opener, and he was really pleased that he
         and Penny had been able to work things out.
      

      				
      He sighed and rubbed a hand through his hair. If only he were able to work out his
         own love life so successfully.
      

      				
      He hadn’t seen or heard from Ellie since he’d watched her speed away in the taxi and,
         if he was totally honest with himself, he was nervous about seeing her today.
      

      				
      Penny had invited him as one of the guests to the wedding, but he’d declined to come
         to the service out of respect for Ellie. He knew his presence there would be too disruptive
         for her peace of mind when she was supposed to be focused entirely on Penny. He would
         be at the reception though, and he was now in the process of mentally steeling himself
         to see Ellie again.
      

      				
      Her words about him making a terrible father had rung in his ears for the last few
         weeks until he thought he’d go crazy with it. He’d tried to dismiss the accusation,
         telling himself she was angry when she said it and it wasn’t true, but deep down he
         was afraid she was right.
      

      				
      It had occurred to him that he should just call up one of the women he’d dated recently
         and take her to bed to obliterate the thought of Ellie, but he couldn’t do it. Not
         only was he sure it would prove futile, but he couldn’t bring himself to use the other
         woman in that way.
      

      				
      Ellie’s distain at his previous attitude to dating had worked its way into his head,
         and he could almost feel her disgust at his idea, which transformed into disgust with
         himself for even considering it.
      

      				
      She’d really done a number on him.

      				
      When he’d thought about it, it occurred to him that despite the wide circle of friends
         he’d cultivated, he didn’t feel comfortable enough with any of them to talk about
         what had happened. Not even Gareth. He’d kept himself so emotionally removed from
         other people he’d completely isolated himself.
      

      				
      He realized with a shock that he was lonely. The time he’d spent with Ellie had opened
         up a whole mess of feelings he’d been repressing for a very long time. Feelings he’d
         been afraid of. But when it came to it, letting himself be happy with her had been
         exactly what he needed to help him move on from the sadness that had plagued his life
         up until now.
      

      				
      She’d challenged him and allowed him be himself and still hadn’t walked away, but
         she didn’t trust him — not that he could blame her. He’d not given her any reason
         to.
      

      				
      His total self-involvement up until now pretty much proved her right — but he didn’t
         want to be that man. He wanted more than that, now he knew what it felt like to be
         in love with someone. Because he was in love with her.
      

      				
      His heart squeezed in his chest as he finally allowed the truth to break into his
         consciousness.
      

      				
      There was a commotion outside as the bridal party arrived. He mentally shook himself,
         taking a deep breath and forcing the cascade of feelings into the dark recess of his
         brain, as he made ready to receive them into his house as the gracious host. This
         wasn’t the time to try to deal with the fall-out of his revelation.
      

      				
      Penny and Will were first through the door, and he moved forward to hug each of them
         in turn and offer his congratulations, only looking up at the last second to see Ellie
         standing on the doorstep, her hand closed tightly around the arm of a tall, blond
         man who was looking down at her with a pathetically soppy smile on his annoyingly
         handsome face.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      Seeing Gideon standing in the doorway to his house, looking elegant and relaxed and
         so devastatingly handsome in his perfectly tailored tux, was a lot harder than Ellie
         had anticipated. Her heart raced so fast she thought she might pass out and had to
         clutch on to her date’s arm to keep herself steady.
      

      				
      Even though they’d been seeing each other for two weeks now, she still wasn’t sure
         if the chemistry was right between her and Toby. She’d dithered about inviting him
         today but finally decided to go for it in the hope that something would finally click.
         And perhaps he’d help shield her from the nerve-wracking panic of having to act normally
         around Gideon.
      

      				
      On paper Toby had everything she wanted; he was charming, smart, attentive, not bad
         on the eye, and most importantly, he was looking to settle down and have children.
         She should have been delighted to be dating him, but there was something missing.
      

      				
      She was so nervous about walking back in to the manor house and seeing Gideon, she
         hung on to Toby’s arm for dear life, barely registering his bemused smile as she shook
         in her ludicrously high heels next to him.
      

      				
      After an uncomfortable pause, Gideon moved forward and kissed her lightly on the cheek
         and she thought her heart might explode in her chest as his familiar spicy scent assaulted
         her senses.
      

      				
      “Ellie, you look beautiful.” His deep voice reverberated around her head.

      				
      Keep it together, Ellie.

      				
      She took a deep, steadying breath as she pulled away from him, determined not to let
         her insecurity and pain show on her face.
      

      				
      “This is Toby,” she said, gesturing toward her companion and saw a flash of something
         unreadable on Gideon’s face before he turned to give her date a cool, welcoming smile.
         She tried to decipher his reaction. Was it anger? Disapproval? Jealousy? Something
         flipped in her belly at the thought.
      

      				
      “A pleasure to meet you, Toby,” Gideon said, holding out a steady hand, which Toby
         shook firmly. “Welcoming drinks are in the drawing room,” he said, nodding to one
         of the many doors that led off the entrance hall.
      

      				
      “Thanks,” Toby replied, giving Gideon a dazzling smile before dragging Ellie off with
         him to the door he’d been directed to. “So that’s the guy who’s turned you into a
         nervous wreck,” he whispered, giving her a stoic smile.
      

      				
      Ellie stared at him, flabbergasted, before pulling herself together. “How did you
         know?”
      

      				
      Toby shrugged. “That was quite a grip he had, and you’ve been jittery all day. I figured
         an ex-boyfriend would make an appearance at some point.”
      

      				
      Ellie nearly corrected him before stopping herself. There wasn’t any point. After
         he’d been so sweet to her, she couldn’t in all good conscience string him along now.
      

      				
      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but I was hoping I wouldn’t bump into him. I wanted
         to forget … ” Her voice broke before she could finish her sentence, and Toby put an
         arm around her and pulled her close, allowing her to fold into his body.
      

      				
      “Hey, it okay,” he said against the top of her head. “I knew this probably wasn’t
         going anywhere.”
      

      				
      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought I’d be okay, but I’m really not. I feel awful. You’re
         such a nice guy, but I don’t think it’s going to work out. I can’t believe I’m saying
         this at the start of the evening.”
      

      				
      “Ah, don’t sweat it. I can’t say I’m not disappointed, but it’s better to know now
         if there’s no life in this. Hey, at least we’re surrounded by free booze.”
      

      				
      Ellie laughed into his shoulder. “I can’t believe I’m letting you go. Whoever gets
         you is going to be one lucky lady.”
      

      				
      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      				
      “No hard feelings?”

      				
      “None. As long as you point me in the direction of the nearest single bridesmaid,”
         he said with a grin.
      

      				
      After introducing Toby to a few people, Ellie tried hard to concentrate on the conversations
         going on around her and stop herself from wondering where Gideon was. She was hating
         every minute of this. Not the wedding, per se, but the feeling of being in some sort
         of haunted house where Gideon was the phantom and she had no idea where or when he
         might pop up.
      

      				
      She cursed him again for offering his house to Penny and Will. Trust him to inadvertently
         make it impossible for them not to cross paths again. If she hadn’t known better she’d
         think he’d done it to taunt her.
      

      				
      But she did know better. It probably hadn’t even occurred to him it would make her
         uncomfortable. She was just one of his many passed-over conquests after all. He’d
         probably thought he was doing a good thing at the time. That was the major problem;
         he always came off looking like the good guy in front of everyone else. Well, she
         wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing how much he’d messed with her
         head.
      

      				
      From this moment on, she would be an aloof, cool, ice-queen.

      				
      • • •

      				
      Gideon stared at the doorway that Ellie and her date had disappeared through, his
         blood boiling in his veins. The guy even had the nerve to give him a cocky, knowing
         smile as he sauntered off with Ellie on his arm.
      

      				
      Had she told him about their fling? Probably not judging by how comfortable the guy
         seemed next to her. The thought of him snaking his arm around her back, maybe leaning
         in to kiss her, made his skin prickle.
      

      				
      He was frustrated by how off-balance he felt.

      				
      He glanced over to where Penny and Will stood outside the front door, receiving their
         guests. They both looked so happy. Penny was positively glowing with joy — pregnancy
         obviously suited her. Her eyes were full of life and her body language animated as
         she talked quietly with her new husband. Will obviously brought out the best in her.
         Gideon stamped on the sudden flash of jealousy that came out of nowhere and decided
         to go and find a strong drink to help him get through the rest of the evening.
      

      				
      Will glanced over as he moved away from them and strode toward him, giving Penny a
         “just a second” wave.
      

      				
      “Gideon, how are you doing? Not regretting your generous offer already I hope.”

      				
      Gideon smiled at his new friend. “Not at all. I was off to find myself a drink before
         the hordes descend and drink us dry.”
      

      				
      “A wise move,” Will said, giving him an amused smile.

      				
      “Are you and Ellie getting on okay now?” Gideon asked nodding toward the door she’d
         disappeared through.
      

      				
      “After a rocky start.” Will said dryly. “I think she’s just about forgiven me for
         messing Penny around so much. She’s here anyway,” he said, a sardonic eyebrow raised,
         looking at the door Gideon had pointed to.
      

      				
      “Yeah, I see she’s bounced straight back into dating losers,” he said.

      				
      Will gave him a knowing smile. “He seems like a good guy. She’s only been seeing him
         for a couple of weeks, so who knows.”
      

      				
      “Right. Good.” Gideon was aware of his voice rising a few notches and he coughed to
         cover his embarrassing slip.
      

      				
      Will gave him a steady, searching look, obviously unconvinced by Gideon’s attempt
         to appear unconcerned. “Listen, you gave me some pretty good advice about Penny, and
         I’m really glad I listened to you, so let me do the same for you. Stop being such
         a dick and go and sort things out with her. She may be slightly mad, but she’s loyal
         and trustworthy and from what Penny tells me, pretty perfect for you. Don’t let her
         get away.” He gave Gideon one final, cursory nod before going back to join his wife
         and greet more guests as they arrived at the door.
      

      				
      It took Gideon a few moments for Will’s words to fully sink in before he shook himself
         down and took himself off to the library for a stiff drink and a good hard think.
      

      				
      He knew he couldn’t go back out there and watch Ellie as she worked her way from group
         to group, laughing and being generally entertaining and adorable.
      

      				
      It would physically hurt him to look at her but not be able to go over and touch or
         kiss her or drag her away upstairs with him to some dark room and lock them in for
         the rest of the weekend. Not just for sex, but for her company — her warm, kind, witty
         company that made him feel like he finally had someone who genuinely liked him for
         who he was and not what he could offer her in monetary or lifestyle terms. She knew
         the real him.
      

      				
      At first he’d been affronted by her suggestion that he was a coward, putting her comment
         down to her being angry with him, but the more he thought about it, the more he began
         to realize she might be on to something.
      

      				
      There really wasn’t anything stopping him from being with her. Her family liked and
         respected him — Gareth may have an initial strong reaction thanks to the ick factor
         of them being his best friend and his sister — but he knew everyone would be rooting
         for them in the end.
      

      				
      So he was the obstacle. Him and his own stupid fear of rejection. He was afraid he’d
         mess it up somehow. It had been so easy, going along with his life with no one else
         to consider, no one else to please and make happy, but he couldn’t be selfish forever.
         Ellie was right. He would end up a sad old man, alone and miserable as he tried to
         recapture his youth with women who would no longer want him because he would never
         make a good father for their child. Or a good and reliable partner. He was facing
         a long future on his own at this rate.
      

      				
      He didn’t want that, but he knew now what he did want.

      				
      Ellie.

      				
      She made him happy, which wasn’t an emotion he was very familiar with. Satisfied,
         yes. Happy, no. She deserved to be happy too, especially after the years of psychological
         abuse that bastard Paul put her through.
      

      				
      Had he left it too late? Rising panic surged through him. What if she’d decided this
         guy was right for her and he’d missed his chance?
      

      				
      He’d have to tread carefully, because after his ridiculous performance the last time
         he saw her, she would definitely be on her guard. His blood raced round his body,
         speeding adrenaline to every muscle, every nerve ending. He needed to find her and
         put this right.
      

      				
      But when he emerged from his hiding place in the library, she was nowhere in sight.

      				
      Where the hell had she gone?

      	
   
      
      
Chapter Ten

      				
      Ellie stood in the middle of Gideon’s bedroom and breathed in the smell of him that
         hung in the air. His spicy fragrance had tormented her when she was here the first
         time, before they’d … had sex. She couldn’t think of it as making love; he’d made
         it very plain that being in love was the last thing he wanted to be a part of.
      

      				
      She shouldn’t have come in here, but something had driven her to peek her head around
         the door on her way to one of the upstairs bathrooms, and she’d been drawn inside.
      

      				
      A sad sense of longing pooled in her belly as she gazed down at the enormous bed where
         she’d had so much fun with him. It felt like a dream now.
      

      				
      She shook her head, annoyed at allowing herself to feel like this again. She’d made
         up her mind about moving on from Gideon, it was clear there was no future with him.
         She could never allow herself to be dragged into another fling with him. It would
         be too painful to let him go again. He wasn’t to be trusted when it came to a serious
         relationship — she needed to remind herself of that, no matter how much it hurt.
      

      				
      She jumped in shock, her hand flying to her chest, as the door to the bedroom opened
         with a swish against the heavy wool carpet, and she spun around to see who’d come
         in.
      

      				
      Gideon.

      				
      Her face flamed as she realized the idiocy of getting caught in his bedroom. He’d
         think she was pining for him, acting like one of the stupid women he dated and tossed
         aside once he’d finished with them.
      

      				
      She drew up to her full height and turned to face him, ready to stand her ground and
         not — absolutely not — end up a messy puddle on the floor.
      

      				
      “Here you are,” he said, looking at her intently, as if he were trying to find a polite
         way to tell her to get out of his room and stop stalking him like a crazy person.
      

      				
      “Here I am,” she replied not willing to give him any help whatsoever in making her
         look and feel like a total idiot.
      

      				
      He closed the door and moved further into the room, closer to her but still far enough
         away that they couldn’t touch, even if they stretched out their arms. Which wasn’t
         going to happen, she reminded herself before the longing kicked in and brought her
         to her knees.
      

      				
      “I’ve been looking all over for you,” he said.

      				
      “Really? Well, I was trying to find a free bathroom,” she improvised, shifting her
         stance to ease her aching feet in their high heels. She pushed her shoulders back
         in an attempt at nonchalant disregard at his presence there.
      

      				
      “What happened to Toby?”

      				
      She shrugged, feeling caught out. “Ah, he’s around somewhere.”

      				
      “He seems like a nice guy.”

      				
      She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t lie to him, especially as it was likely Toby would
         be going home with someone else on his arm judging by the splash he’d made with some
         of the other female guests. “It’s not going to work out with him. We’ve decided just
         to be friends.”
      

      				
      Something flashed in Gideon’s eyes. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      				
      “Are you?”

      				
      He looked at her steadily for a moment. “I wanted to apologize for what happened at
         your flat.”
      

      				
      The change in subject threw her for a second, before she steeled herself for the inevitable
         conversation that she’d already been having in her head for the past few weeks.
      

      				
      “Why did you have sex with me that night, when we’d agreed to end things after leaving
         this house?” she asked, wanting to get it over with, to hear the horrible truth so
         she could finally move on.
      

      				
      He took a deliberate step forward and the air around her seemed to change; it was
         as if an electrical storm was brewing.
      

      				
      “I wanted to fuck you so soundly you wouldn’t give any man you met that night a second
         thought,” he said, his bright eyes full of intense longing that made her stomach flip
         over.
      

      				
      “But why?” she managed to struggle out, despite the raging conflicts in her head telling
         her not to listen to his excuses, not to give him any kind of leverage over her.
      

      				
      He turned away, as if trying to gather his thoughts.

      				
      “You don’t want me, but you don’t want anyone else to have me either, do you?” she
         said, anger and pain and hurt making her voice shake.
      

      				
      He opened his mouth to reply, his eyes filled with confusion and anxiety, then shut
         it again, shaking his head.
      

      				
      She’d never seen him lost for words before and almost reached out to him before steeling
         herself against the urge.
      

      				
      “Are you pregnant?” he asked quietly, catching her off guard.

      				
      “No. Don’t worry, your bachelordom is safe.”

      				
      “Maybe I wanted you to be.” The fierce passion in his voice made her heart pound against
         her ribs.
      

      				
      “What?” The word came out as a gasp as she struggled to comprehend what he said. Had
         she misheard him?
      

      				
      “I’ve been thinking about it recently, the fact that you might be pregnant, and I
         realized I didn’t totally hate the idea.” He ran a hand over his eyes in agitation.
         “In fact I felt excited by it. I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have as the mother
         of my children.”
      

      				
      Ellie felt as though he’d just grabbed her head and spun it around fast on her shoulders.
         “Then why the hell did you act like that then when you … we forgot the condom?”
      

      				
      “Because I was scared, Ellie. You’re right. I’m a coward. I’m terrified I won’t be
         able to handle being responsible for someone else. I’ve spent so much of my life only
         looking out for myself — and trying not to let anyone in so I can’t be ignored and
         left behind again.”
      

      				
      “But you seem so happy with your life. You’re so sorted. Especially compared to me.”

      				
      He shook his head sadly. “You have everything, Ellie, and I have nothing.”

      				
      “What are you talking about? Look around you.”

      				
      “Don’t be so naive. Possessions, things, they mean nothing. It’s people that matter.
         I’d give up my wealth in a second for a family like yours. You don’t know how lucky
         you are. It’s so easy for you to push them away when they try to pry too deeply into
         your life. You act like you don’t need them. I don’t have the luxury of being able
         to do that.”
      

      				
      She felt stunned. “You’re jealous. Of me.”

      				
      “Yes.”

      				
      “That’s so … baffling.”

      				
      “Of course it is, to you. You have no idea what it’s like to be completely on your
         own. You have family and friends who love you and want to keep you safe.”
      

      				
      “But you seem so happy to be autonomous. I thought you liked being on your own. Not
         having anyone to care about.”
      

      				
      “Yeah well, I got to be good at acting the part when I was young and I guess it stuck.”

      				
      “But all those women … surely that wasn’t part of the act.”

      				
      “Why not?”

      				
      “I assumed you liked it that way.”

      				
      “You seem to have made an awful lot of assumptions about me without checking your
         facts first.” Anger flashed in his eyes as he spoke and it nearly broke her. She was
         determined not to just lie down and let him walk over her though.
      

      				
      “This is all based on what I’ve seen over many years, Gideon.”

      				
      “But that’s the thing. You never really knew me before, you’ve always kept you distance.”

      				
      “For good reason.”

      				
      “What reason is that then?”

      				
      She realized she’d backed herself into a corner. She didn’t want him to know how she’d
         secretly pined for him since she was a child. How whenever he was around she’d tremble
         with nerves and excitement. How every time he turned up with a new beautiful, glamorous
         girlfriend on his arm she’d found it almost impossible not to break down into sad,
         angry, desperate tears.
      

      				
      That was why she kept her distance, because she would never have him the way she wanted
         him.
      

      				
      Her lack of response obviously gave Gideon the impression he was winning her over,
         because he stepped deliberately closer, and his expression softened.
      

      				
      “Look, I didn’t come to this house that weekend expecting to make love to you, but
         it happened. We’ve opened the flood gates here … we can’t just pretend it didn’t happen.”
         His gaze searched her face. “Would it be so bad … you and me?”
      

      				
      “Yes. No … I don’t know, Gideon. I need a bit of time to process this. I don’t know
         what to think.”
      

      				
      “Don’t be so bloody stubborn. Just because you didn’t orchestrate it doesn’t mean
         it’s not a good idea.”
      

      				
      “Gideon, you fall for women at the drop of a hat, but when the crunch comes, you can’t
         commit. What if that happens with us? I couldn’t stand it.”
      

      				
      “Look Ellie, I’m not like Paul. I might have been out with lots of women, but I’m
         very picky about who I go to bed with and I don’t cheat.”
      

      				
      “Is this your sales pitch?” she asked and was rewarded with an exasperated sigh.

      				
      “Will you please try to take this seriously for a minute? You may not think it, but
         this is bloody hard for me, Ellie. I’m putting myself on the line here and the least
         you can do is give me a fair hearing.”
      

      				
      “Okay, I’m sorry,” she said, humbled by the passion and pain in his voice, “Please,
         carry on.”
      

      				
      He took another step toward her, putting his hands gently on her shoulders and drawing
         her closer to him until she thought she might pass out from the intensity of her reaction
         to him. “I know what I want now,” he said, looking directly into her eyes. “I want
         you and me to be together. Properly. As a couple.” He blew out a breath as if saying
         the words had caused him actual physical pain. “It’s actually rather liberating saying
         it out loud.” He smiled down at her tentatively. “What do you say? Will you give us
         a chance?”
      

      				
      She didn’t think she’d be capable of tying her own shoelaces right then, let alone
         make a decision that could potentially alter her entire life. It was so tempting to
         throw herself into his arms, but she needed to take a moment to work through the turmoil
         in her head first.
      

      				
      “I don’t know, Gideon, I can’t think straight right now. Will you give me a bit of
         time to think about it?”
      

      				
      “Okay,” he said, releasing her shoulders and stepping away from her. They felt cold
         and bare after losing the gentle warmth of his hands. “You’ve got ’til the end of
         the evening, then we’ll talk again.” He looked at her for a long minute and her body
         flooded with heat under his scrutiny.
      

      				
      Nodding, she turned to go, desperate for some space to reflect on the crazy mess of
         emotions now spinning through her head.
      

      				
      Gideon grabbed her arm as she went to walk away and she turned to look at him. His
         eyes were dark and fierce with passion and her heart flipped in response.
      

      				
      “I want you to know that I’ll always love you. It’s as simple as that,” he said, his
         voice low but steady, before releasing her arm and walking away.
      

      				
      • • •

      				
      The rest of the reception passed in a blur. Ellie kept catching sight of Gideon as
         she circulated with the other guests, but he made sure he gave her the space he’d
         promised because they didn’t come fully face to face again.
      

      				
      Her mind was a whirl of thoughts and emotions. She could have him if she wanted, he’d
         made that quite plain, so what was stopping her from searching him out and telling
         him yes?
      

      				
      Something was.

      				
      She was scared. Scared it wasn’t real and that he might wake up in the morning and
         decide that the romance of the wedding had gone to his head and he didn’t really want
         her after all. Scared that she still hadn’t found every little bit of herself that
         Paul had slowly stripped from her.
      

      				
      After all the crap she’d been through, was she ready to embark on a relationship with
         someone she wasn’t one hundred percent sure would still be around in six months’ time?
      

      				
      She needed to get out of there, away from his overwhelming presence, and think it
         through rationally.
      

      				
      Pacing around the kitchen garden helped soothe her frazzled nerves and the tension
         in her muscles began to dissipate as she walked. She remembered back to the last time
         she was here, marching around, trying not to think about Gideon in the shower. She
         smiled at the memory. No matter how hard they’d tried to keep away from each other,
         it hadn’t been possible.
      

      				
      Wrapping her arms around her for warmth, she considered her options. Option one: She
         could take him up on his offer and be with the man she was in love with, but who she
         didn’t entirely trust to stick around. The thought of losing Gideon once she allowed
         herself to hope about a future with him made her shiver with fear. Option two: She
         could tell him no and probably spend the rest of her life failing to find someone
         else who made her feel as excited to be alive as he did.
      

      				
      Cold drops of rain started to fall as she continued to pace, but she ignored it, intent
         on making her decision. She thought about Penny and what she’d gone through to get
         her happy ever after, and how proud she was of her friend for her strength and positivity
         in the face of so much pain and heartache.
      

      				
      A sense of calm acceptance settled over her. It was a question of being brave now.
         She’d spent too long living as a shadow of herself and she refused to let fear get
         the better of her any more.
      

      				
      It was time to find Gideon. She knew now what her answer was.

      				
      • • •

      				
      It was after midnight before the last guest left and the bridal party retired to their
         rooms. Gideon had paced the party anxiously after he’d left Ellie in his room, counting
         down the minutes until he could find her again and ask for her decision. He was so
         unused to giving someone else the control, and it made him jittery and tense.
      

      				
      What if she said no? It was entirely possible given her recent relationship history.
         She was obviously terrified of making the same mistake again, and he couldn’t blame
         her for that.
      

      				
      He went looking for her, methodically checking each room downstairs, but she was nowhere
         to be seen.
      

      				
      Had she left?

      				
      It was raining heavily outside now and he stared out into the dark, damp night trying
         not to imagine how he’d feel if she turned him down.
      

      				
      There was a gentle knock at the front door and he hurried to answer it, desperately
         hoping it was her.
      

      				
      It was.

      				
      His heart pummeled his chest and his breathing quickened as relief coursed through
         him.
      

      				
      Thank God, was all he could think as Ellie stood there, her hair soaked and plastered
         to her head, her make-up running down her face.
      

      				
      “You look awful,” he said, feeling the corner of his mouth twitching at her irked
         expression.
      

      				
      “Thanks,” she replied before breaking into a wry smile in return.

      				
      “What were you doing out in the rain?”

      				
      “I needed a bit of air. Your garden doesn’t offer a lot in the way of shelter.”

      				
      An uncomfortable silence fell between them as they stared at each other, the unresolved
         question hanging between them.
      

      				
      Ellie gave a shudder of cold.

      				
      “Hell, Ellie, you’re freezing. You’d better get dry,” he said, ushering her inside.

      				
      She stepped inside the hallway and turned to look at him, an expression of confused
         anxiety on her face.
      

      				
      “Come on,” he said, before she could say anything. He didn’t want to have this discussion
         in his hallway. They both needed to be calm and comfortable before they even thought
         of tackling what needed to be said.
      

      				
      He took her hand and wound his fingers through hers, before pulling her gently along
         with him.
      

      				
      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      				
      “In the shower.”

      				
      “You mean I’m going in the shower.”
      

      				
      “No.”

      				
      He led her up the stairs and into the en-suite bathroom in his room, neither of them
         uttering another word.
      

      				
      Once there, he turned to face her, and after giving her a few beats to tell him no,
         this wasn’t what she wanted, he reached around and slid down the zipper of her soaked
         dress.
      

      				
      She allowed him to push the straps down her arms and peel the sodden material away
         from her body until it pooled in a heap at her feet. Her breath came out in soft gasps
         but neither of them spoke.
      

      				
      Keeping his concentration solely on the task in hand and not allowing his more carnal
         instincts to take over, he hooked his fingers into the band of her panties and drew
         them down her legs, tapping gently on her calves to ask her to step out of them.
      

      				
      He moved up her body until they were face to face again, then leaned in toward her,
         their faces only inches apart, to reach around and release the clasp of her bra.
      

      				
      Their eyes locked together, hers large and dark as she stared at him. The bra fell
         away from her body and he dropped it onto the floor.
      

      				
      Blood raged through his veins and his hands shook as he took in the beautiful, naked
         sight of her; but he held onto his control, determined not to break the fragile atmosphere
         of the moment.
      

      				
      Without moving away, he quickly undressed, not breaking eye contact until they both
         stood naked, their chests rising and falling in rapid sync.
      

      				
      Finally, he stepped away and turned on the shower, adjusting it to a pleasant warmth
         before holding out his hand and guiding her into the cubicle.
      

      				
      She allowed him to position her under the stream of water, which played over her shoulders
         and down over her full breasts and the gentle curve of her stomach.
      

      				
      He reached for the soap, lathering it into his hands before reaching forward to smooth
         it over her skin. She let out a small sigh at his touch, but stood still as his hands
         moved over her, allowing him total access to every part.
      

      				
      He didn’t linger, giving every inch of her skin the same amount of attention before
         pouring some shampoo into his hand and rubbing it through her hair, pushing the soap
         bubbles away from her face so as not to get any in her eyes. She smiled at him as
         he worked and he smiled back, taking pleasure in looking after her.
      

      				
      He gently maneuvered her under the stream of water and helped smooth the bubbles out
         of her hair, gently tugging his fingers through it to avoid pulling any knots.
      

      				
      Once she was soap free, he swapped places with her and allowed her to soap him down,
         savoring the feel of her hands slipping over his skin, the gentle caress of her fingers
         setting his nerve endings jangling.
      

      				
      His body was hard for her, but they both ignored it, knowing this moment was about
         more than sex.
      

      				
      Finally, once she’d sluiced all the soap off his body, they stepped out of the shower
         and he grabbed two towels, wrapping one around her shoulders before tying the other
         around his waist.
      

      				
      She followed him into his bedroom where he found one of his t-shirts for her, which
         she slipped over her head. It reached to mid-thigh, but she gave him a raised eyebrow
         and he offered her a pair of boxers, which she pulled on and wore as shorts.
      

      				
      The sight of her wearing his clothes made him laugh and it broke the silence that
         had fallen between them.
      

      				
      “You look good in my underwear,” he said, grinning at her cocky, twisted smile. He
         pulled on a fresh pair of jeans and t-shirt and turned to face her again.
      

      				
      “Let’s go downstairs and talk, okay?”

      				
      She gave him a small nod and he gestured to the door. “After you.”

      				
      Following her downstairs, watching her long, damp curls swing across her back, he
         had to shake himself out of his mesmerized trance. He’d been waiting to feel like
         this for so long, he could hardly believe it was finally happening.
      

      				
      She walked into the kitchen and leaned against the work-surface, waiting for him to
         join her.
      

      				
      Stationing himself opposite her, he propped himself against the kitchen table, leaving
         a good three feet of space between them. It was important to have that distance if
         he had any chance of getting through everything he wanted to say without grabbing
         her, pulling her down onto the floor, and burying himself inside her. His heart picked
         up its beat at the thought, and he had to mentally talk himself down, wrestling his
         raging libido into submission.
      

      				
      “So, you’ve made a decision then?” he asked, concentrating hard on her fingers as
         they wound themselves together and ignoring the thought of the gently undulating curves
         of her body beneath the oversized t-shirt she was wearing.
      

      				
      “Are you absolutely sure you want to take me on?” she asked, her eyes now wide with
         apprehension, and it occurred to him that she would still need some gentle coaxing
         to make her believe what he was feeling was real and not just some passing whim. 
      

      				
      “I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life. I’m serious, Ellie,” he said
         as he clocked the look of skepticism that flashed across her face.
      

      				
      “I want to fill this house with our children, one in every room … except maybe I’ll
         keep a room for me to hide in when you’re on the warpath,” he said, giving her a provocative
         smile.
      

      				
      Her face fell and she gave him an embarrassed smile. “I’m sorry for saying you wouldn’t
         be a good father. Of course you would. They’d be lucky kids to have you for a dad.”
      

      				
      His heart lifted at her words. “Apology accepted,” he said.

      				
      “It was a stupid thing for me to say, totally inappropriate. Unacceptable really.”

      				
      “Water under the bridge, Ellie. Despite mortally wounding me at the time, it make
         me re-evaluate how I thought about … well, everything.”
      

      				
      “That’s your Superhero alter-ego kicking in,” she said, giving him a cheeky grin.

      				
      He laughed at her expression, shaking his head. There was something wonderful about
         having private jokes with her.
      

      				
      Her smile faded and something in his gut clenched at her sudden change in demeanor.

      				
      “Something’s still bugging you, I can tell. Come on, spit it out,” he said, hoping
         his instincts weren’t screwed up by the intensity of the situation and he was reading
         her right.
      

      				
      “How do I know you’re not going to walk out on me?” she said quietly, her face serious
         now.
      

      				
      “You don’t. You’re just going to have to trust me,” he replied.

      				
      “Yeah,” she said, nodding slowly, “I guess there’s no magic fix.”

      				
      “Ellie, you’re my friend and I love and respect you,” he said vehemently, determined
         to give this point everything he had. “I would never treat you the way Paul did. I
         know for damn sure I’d have your family to answer to if I did, and to be honest, I’m
         not entirely sure I could beat Gareth in a fight … or your mum come to that.”
      

      				
      She snorted gently and dipped her head at his bad joke. “But what if you get bored
         with me?”
      

      				
      “You’re many things, Ellie, but boring is not, and never will be, one of them.”

      				
      Judging by the change in her body language, he seemed to be getting through to her.

      				
      “So, what do you think?” he said, pressing home his advantage. “Can you take a leap
         of faith and trust me?”
      

      				
      “Yes.” She looked directly at him now, her expression determined, “I want to. I love
         you and I’ll be miserable without you.”
      

      				
      He broke into a wide smile, his body finally relaxing as relief flooded through him.
         “Well, that’s a good start.” He moved toward her now, closing the gap between them
         and cupping her face in his hands.
      

      				
      He looked deep into her eyes. “You want a drink?” he asked.

      				
      She smiled at him, already anticipating his next line. “No.”

      				
      “How does the next bit go?” he asked, his mouth curling into a happy smile.

      				
      Ellie leaned forward and pressed her lips against his, gently at first, but quickly
         becoming more passionate, and he kissed her back with desire, with joy and with love.
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