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Chapter One

Sarah Lange slid out of the low bucket seat of her Porsche convertible. Heart pounding, she rounded the vehicle’s front end and froze. Now she knew why the car had skidded out of that damned pothole, listing heavily to the right—the right front wheel stuck out at a forty-five degree angle. It reminded her of the tooth she’d knocked askew falling off her bike in the fourth grade. Somehow she suspected the repair would be even more painful.

This was so not what she needed right now. She resisted the urge to kick the bent wheel and retrieved her bag and phone from the car. The reception sucked, but she managed to get through to the roadside assistance center. After describing the damage as best she could, she sent them her coordinates. If this road had a name, it hadn’t shown up on her GPS.

Tendrils of hair stuck to her forehead. The short wool trench coat that had been perfect for a January day in Manhattan felt like a wraparound sauna here in Virginia. A trickle of sweat inched its way down her back as her shoulders crept up toward her ears. Relax. She removed the coat and slipped it into the car, then forced herself to take a deep breath. The scent of fresh-cut grass and cow manure filled her nostrils. Hardly the aromatherapy she’d been looking forward to. She wrinkled her nose and took another breath, a bit shallower this time. Relax.

An hour passed. Where the hell was her tow?

She was dialing for the third time when a lone chipmunk crept out of the grass a few yards away. It approached the road, pausing at the edge of the asphalt to sniff the air.

“You can cross. I haven’t seen a car since I got off the highway.”

The creature’s head swiveled to face her, its tiny body poised for flight.

She lowered her voice. “Go on, little guy. There’s no need for both of us to be stuck here.”

The chipmunk tilted his head, as if assessing the truth of her words, then trotted out onto the asphalt. The air stirred as Sarah watched it disappear into the trees. A dull roar signaled the approach of another vehicle. Finally.

Sarah pushed away from where she’d been leaning against the car and looked down the road. She watched a blue pickup truck come to a stop on the opposite shoulder. The driver’s door opened and a man in a cowboy hat stepped out. He was tall and broad-shouldered in a way that she found immediately reassuring.

The man crossed the road with long, relaxed strides. He wore a plaid shirt over a white tee, faded jeans and worn work boots. His height forced Sarah to tilt her head back to focus on his face as he got closer. Most of it was cast into shadow by his black cowboy hat, emphasizing the strength of his jaw and the dark scruff that covered it. Even without seeing his face Sarah could tell he was attractive, if one was into big and brawny. Which she wasn’t.

Her body had reached a different conclusion. A shiver raced down her spine as the deep muscles below her navel tightened and goose bumps rose on her arms—the physical equivalent of oooh, big, strong man! She squared her shoulders, ignoring her primitive damsel-in-distress reaction. She needed someone to help her with her car and presumably he could. Weren’t guys in small towns always working on cars?

There couldn’t be much else to do.

 

Cole Cassidy hadn’t expected an eclipse today, but he couldn’t deny what he’d seen—one heavenly body passing before another. What else would he call a sexy blonde crossing in front of a Porsche convertible? Other than his lucky day.

The woman and her car were not as lucky. Even at a distance he’d seen the vehicle leaning to the right. He couldn’t tell why—he had a hard time taking his eyes off the woman standing next to it. Her hands were on her hips, a pose that stretched her black V-neck across her high, round breasts. She wore a slim black skirt and high-heeled leather boots. Sleek sunglasses hid her eyes. He didn’t need the New York plates to tell him she wasn’t from around here.

“Afternoon, ma’am.” He tipped his hat. “Car trouble?”

“That’s an understatement,” she said with a growl, dropping a cell phone into the expensive-looking purse hanging over her shoulder.

“You call for a tow?”

“Yes, but who knows how long that will take? It’s already been an hour.”

Given how few calls they got out here, Cole suspected it wouldn’t be much longer, but he didn’t want to make any promises. “Lemme see.”

He dropped into a crouch to look beneath the car. Leaning the way it was, the sports car was too low to see under. With the woman standing over him, he had no trouble checking out the spiky heels of her boots or the smooth black leather that hugged her legs up to the knees.

He stood. “Can’t see much from here. What happened?”

She huffed, making her blond bangs dance. “There’s a damned crater in the road back there. It’s right after the bend so I couldn’t see it until I was in it.”

He nodded in sympathy. “That’d do it.”

The blonde took a deep breath, her tension palpable. He resisted the urge to put a soothing hand on her arm. She didn’t seem like the type who’d appreciate the gesture. She opened her mouth to say something but was interrupted by the arrival of the tow truck from over the rise. It passed them and pulled onto the shoulder in a spray of gravel.

Cole raised a hand in greeting as a big man in an oil-stained T-shirt and John Deere ball cap got out of the truck. “Hey, Mike.”

“Cole. Whatcha doing here, man?”

“Came upon this nice lady stranded by the side of the road and stopped to see if I could help.”

The driver turned to the “nice lady” and Cole could see his eyes widen. They didn’t get women like her around here. “Ma’am,” Mike said, touching a hand to the brim of his cap.

She nodded, her lips tight.

He turned back to Cole. “Surprised to see you here. Austin heard you’d be out of town for a bit.”

Cole nodded. “I was just on my way back.”

“From Mooresville, right? I bet it was exciting, with everyone getting ready—”

The blonde stepped between them, annoyance clear on her face. “Excuse me,” she said, her tone anything but polite. “I’m in a bit of a hurry. So if you could save the catching up for later…” She waved at the car. Cole bit back a smile.

Mike’s face reddened. “Of course. What’s the problem?”

Before she could launch into an explanation, Cole spoke up. “If you’ve got it under control, Mike, I’m gonna take off.”

The woman glanced at him, surprise and something else flashing across her face. Disappointment? It was gone too quickly for Cole to be sure.

“Okay,” Mike said. “Be seeing you later, eh?”

Cole looked over at the blonde. Her arms were crossed, the toe of one leather boot tapping impatiently. Her attitude sent up all sorts of red flags but his body didn’t care. His cock stirred behind his fly.

“Oh, you can bet on it.”


Chapter Two

The middle of freaking nowhere. Sarah had assumed it was solely a figurative expression. But deep in the hills of Virginia, three hundred miles from New York City and another hundred plus miles from The Spa at Westwood, she’d found it. No reception on her cell phone. No one at the local garage who worked on Porsches. Not even a working soda machine.

According to the sign at the end of the street, the middle of nowhere was officially called Rapture, VA. Sarah snorted. Some name. The only pleasure she’d get from this town was watching it disappear from her rearview mirror.

She got out of her car and headed for the garage’s office. Heads turned as she passed the group of men who’d been ogling the Porsche—and her—since the tow had dropped them off. None of them appeared to actually work here so she ignored them.

The smell of engine grease assaulted her nose and twangy country music attacked her ears as she pushed through the glass door. The office chair screeched in protest as a barrel-chested man in a blue work shirt and stained jeans settled himself behind a battered metal desk. Austin was embroidered on his left breast pocket.

“Excuse me.” There was no response. “Austin.”

The man started, his eyes wide when he looked up at her. He must not have heard her over the music. She took a deep breath, pushing aside the ache that was starting in her left temple. “Look, I’ve been waiting here for God only knows how long and I want to know when someone is going to look at my car.”

“Your car. The Porsche.” His words stretched out like hot taffy.

No, the rusty pickup on the lift. “Yes, the Porsche. The one that’s been sitting out there for well over an hour now without a single person looking at it.” She held up a hand. “Correction. Without a single qualified person looking at it.”

Austin shook his head with a patronizing look that made Sarah grit her teeth. “Thing is, honey, we don’t work on foreign cars here. I called the Porsche guys over in Richmond, but they’ll be a while. But don’t you worry about a thing. Our local expert’s on his way.”

She cringed. “Local expert?”

The man nodded. “Honey, he knows everything there is to know ‘bout sports cars. He’ll take a look at that vehicle of yours and tell you what the problem is just as fast as you please.”

She snorted. Yesterday couldn’t have been fast enough for her and if he called her “honey” one more time she was going to tell him off just as fast as she pleased.

The chair screeched again as he leaned forward and placed one meaty elbow on the desk. “Anything else I can help you with?”

She shook her head, the pain in her temple turning into a steady pounding. “No—yes.” The man looked at her quizzically.

“For God’s sake, is there anywhere I can get a Diet Coke around here?”

 

 

The cluster of men had thinned, but those who remained stared as Sarah stalked back to her car. She must have looked like some kind of exotic animal to them, her black clothes and high-heeled boots as out of place on this dusty road as the men’s worn jeans and cowboy boots would be in her Manhattan law office. And her car, which hardly signified back home, stood out among the battered pickup trucks and twenty-year-old sedans like a peacock among pigeons.

Annoyed as she was, she didn’t notice that the front end of her car was jacked up until she was practically on top of it. A man’s body stuck out from underneath it, visible from the ribs down.

She stopped in her tracks.

Faded denim hugged narrow hips. The man’s white tee had ridden up to expose abs that were flat and taut. A six-pack instead of the beer bellies sported by the men she’d seen so far. Dark hair gathered into a narrow line that parted around his navel and disappeared beneath his waistband. A brass buckle with an image of crossed racing flags cinched his leather belt. The thought of crossing that finish line made her pulse race.

The beautiful body moved, pulling the material of his jeans across his crotch and clearly outlining the bulge beneath his fly. A wave of longing swept through her, so strong that it made her knees shake. All concerns about her car fled.

If that’s what he looked like soft… Damn.

Her last lover Trent had been pretty well endowed but nothing like this guy seemed to be. He’d been fit too, but wiry. Handsome. Disappointing in bed. But this guy? The warmth in Sarah’s belly drifted south and pooled between her thighs. Her fingers twitched with the urge to touch him. Were his muscles as hard and his skin as smooth as they looked?

Whoa. She stepped back, the intensity of her reaction a total surprise. She liked a buff guy as much as the next woman but had never wanted to grope one at first sight. Her little “problem” had to be the reason she was acting strange. Months of frustration made her desperate. The man was under her car for God’s sake.

Which meant that she could stare with impunity.

She leaned forward—and he slid out from under the vehicle.

Broad shoulders and chest. Strong jaw. Black curls. She knew this guy. “You stopped on the road earlier.” It came out like an accusation.

He nodded, rising to his feet with unexpected gracefulness. Sarah’s mouth went dry.

The man’s hand dipped into the front pocket of his jeans and Sarah’s gaze went back to his crotch. A red bandanna came out with a bit of flourish and Sarah realized she’d been caught staring. An uncharacteristic blush heated her cheeks.

Get a grip, Sarah. Pulling her New York mien around her like armor, she thrust out a hand. “Sarah Lange.”

“Better not,” he said, raising his large, callused hands to show palms spotted with motor oil. “Cole Cassidy. Pleasure to meet you.”

Pleasure… Sarah withdrew her hand and tucked a few errant blond strands behind her ear as she mentally shook herself. He was a mechanic no matter how powerful his mojo. Definitely not her type. She forced her attention back to the problem at hand. Her car’s problem. “You’re the local expert?”

“Yes, ma’am. ‘Fraid they don’t have much experience with high-maintenance foreigners around here.” His drawl was soft and smooth.

“And you do?” She heard the sharpness in her voice and hoped that he chalked it up to impatience—or the dig about “high-maintenance foreigners”—rather than the disturbing effect he was having on her libido.

If he noticed her tone, he chose to ignore it. “I’ve got some.”

“Do you know what’s wrong with it?”

“Looks like the right front tie rod is busted. If so, it’ll have to be replaced. That could be all, but I’d have to get it up on the lift to say for sure.” He pointed his chin toward the garage.

Sarah’s gaze shifted to the open garage door. The rusted truck that had been occupying the only lift when she arrived was still there. Beneath it, two men were deep in conversation while a third stood with his hands in his pockets, shaking his head. They didn’t look like they were leaving anytime soon.

The garage’s office door opened and Austin came out. He headed toward them with a smile.

“Cole. Thanks so much for stopping by, man.”

“No problem, Austin. Happy to lend a hand.” Cole slapped the other man on the back.

“So you can fix it?” Austin asked.

“Wait a minute,” Sarah said, raising a hand. “What about the Porsche dealership? You said they were on their way.”

Austin made a dismissive motion with his hand. “Those guys are coming all the way from Richmond. They won’t be here for ages. Besides, Cole knows more about cars than all them guys put together.”

Cole spoke before she could deliver the retort that sprang to her lips. “It’ll take the guys from Richmond a while to get here. I might be able to diagnose your problem a bit sooner.” He paused. “If that’s okay with you.”

Austin’s mouth dropped open. “If it’s okay with her? Honey, this man is not just any mechanic. He builds stock car engines for the Cup series! He could fix your vehicle with his eyes closed. Do you have any idea how much—?”

“Okay?” Cole asked.

She took a deep breath. He had a point. The Porsche guys were still miles away. While she had no idea of what stock cars were, if Cole was half as good as Austin promised, he might be able to speed her deliverance from this podunk town.

She looked into his eyes. He could help her. He wanted to help her. And she wanted nothing more than to step into the circle of his arms and lean on that strong chest while he made this whole mess go away…

Where the hell had that come from?

Alarmed at the direction of her thoughts, Sarah took a step back and nodded. She pretended to study the bent front wheel. “Yeah. Sure.”

Austin turned to Cole. “So, what do you think?”

“It looks like a busted tie rod, but I wanna get it up on the lift to be sure. Any word on Frankie’s truck?”

Austin shook his head. “It’ll be a while. Frankie needs that truck to get his vegetables to the farmers’ market on Wednesday. He won’t leave till it’s fixed.”

Sarah looked up. “And that would be…?” The old clunker looked as if it would rust right off the lift if she waited long enough.

Austin scrubbed his hand across his scalp, leaving black streaks on his forehead. “Can’t rightly say. It’ll take at least a couple of hours to—”

“A couple of hours?” Sarah said, her exasperation returning. “That’s not acceptable. I’ve already been here for hours.”

Austin cleared his throat. “See here, honey,” he said slowly as if speaking to a child. “I—”

That was it. “Honey? Honey? I—”

Cole stepped between them. “The lift at my place is empty. I can look at it over there.”

She turned to Cole. “You have a lift?” It was the first good news she’d heard all afternoon.

“You would do that?” Austin asked at the same time, sounding amazed. “With the season opening soon you must be busier than a honeybee in a field of flowers. I don’t want to—”

“Well, I do,” Sarah said, stopping Austin’s protest with a raised hand. “If you have a garage, I want to take it there now.”

Austin’s brows rose and the two men exchanged a look. Sarah bit back a sigh. She knew she wasn’t making any friends here, but didn’t they realize that she had better places to be?

“Fine with me,” Cole said. “Really, it’s no problem.”

What was the big deal? A garage is a garage. Still, she tried to make amends. “I’ll pay extra if I have to.”

Cole shook his head. “That won’t be necessary. I’m happy to give Austin a hand.”

Austin, not her. She should keep that in mind.

“Thanks, man,” Austin said. “That’d be a really big help. I’ll get Mike to hitch it up again.” He turned to Sarah. “Honey, you have no idea of how lucky you are to be in this man’s hands. He’s a legend.”

Sarah ignored the “honey” as her gaze dropped to Cole’s large, oil-stained hands. Legendary for what? The fingers waved and she glanced up to see Cole grinning.

“Ur, thanks,” she said, the heat returning to her cheeks.

“My pleasure,” Cole said with a smile.

Oh, really?


Chapter Three

Sarah supervised the hitching of her car onto the tow truck. When she was confident it was secure, she turned to Cole. “Your garage is nearby, I presume.”

“Little ways down the road. We can take my truck.” He made an after-you gesture toward the blue pickup she’d seen earlier. Daylight was fading and a cool breeze kicked around Sarah’s ankles. She slipped her coat back on, glad that she’d thought to grab it from the car. They approached the truck and Cole stepped forward to open the passenger door. He held the door and Sarah realized he was waiting for her to get in so he could close it after her. She found herself pleased and irritated by the gesture. Irritated because she was pleased.

Typical Southern guy thing.

She stepped forward, eager to get going. Then she saw the seat. Unlike the tow truck’s lower bench, this one was a good two and a half feet off the ground. How the hell did women get into these trucks? Her skirt was too narrow for her to raise her leg that far, and she risked flashing her thigh-highs and thong to the world if she hiked it up.

She took a breath. If she could navigate the New York City subway in four-inch heels and a suit, she damned well could figure out how to get into this truck. It took some planning, that’s all. She put her purse on the seat, placed one hand next to it and contemplated her course of action. Maybe with a little hop, she could—

“May I?”

Sarah whirled around. Cole had closed the distance between them, standing well within the personal space a New Yorker wouldn’t breach even in a rush-hour subway car. She inhaled the scent of something slightly spicy and altogether male. Close up the faint dusting of stubble on his chin reminded her of fine sandpaper.

Without waiting for an answer his large hands grabbed her hips. His fingers met at the small of her back. A frisson of arousal went through her and she gasped, tipping forward and grasping Cole’s arms for balance.

His biceps hardened to rock under her fingers as he lifted. He placed her on the edge of the seat, holding on until she was settled. As he let go, his fingers brushed her thigh. Even through the material of her skirt his touch left a trail of tiny sparks.

What the hell was going on with her? Yeah, he was hot, but what she needed right now was a man to fix her car so she could get back on the road. Nothing more. She slid around to face front, keeping her gaze fixed on the smudged windshield until the door closed and he was gone.

 

Cole adjusted himself as he walked around to the driver’s side. What was it about this woman that had him going from zero to sixty faster than the drop of the green flag?

He’d always been a sucker for a damsel-in-distress, even one with as much armor and attitude as Sarah Lange. But he hadn’t been prepared for the effect this woman had on him. The uptight New Yorker had been revving his engine since the moment he’d spotted her by the side of the road. Then he’d caught her staring at his package, and the hungry look on her face had sent his libido into overdrive.

Did she even realize she’d been undressing him with her eyes as she’d dressed him down? Probably not, but his body had reacted all the same. When he’d felt the sweet curve of her hips a vision had flashed through his mind—holding her as he settled his body between her naked thighs. He’d gone hard in an instant. Letting go of her had been nearly impossible. He hadn’t meant to cop a feel but couldn’t regret his accidental touch of those sexy-as-hell legs.

Cole slipped into the driver’s seat and glanced over at his passenger. He was surprised to see her sitting back against the seat, staring straight ahead. Her accent and attitude reminded him of his ex, and he’d expected Sarah to perch on the edge of the bench as Natalie had the first time he’d taken her for a ride in his truck. He grimaced. Throughout that disastrous visit, Natalie had refrained from getting too close to anything or anyone in Rapture, as if being from a small town was contagious. Or something to be ashamed of.

He pushed the memory away and focused on Sarah. Color stained her cheeks, and her blond hair was done up in a fussy little ponytail. Her full lips were pursed—most likely in aggravation—but they made him want to run his tongue along their seam to coax a kiss out of her. Or a moan.

A loud horn stopped that thought in its tracks. Mike was behind the wheel of the tow truck and ready to leave. Like Austin, Mike seemed eager to get rid of the fancy car and its equally spirited owner. Cole shook his head. City folks always seemed ornery and uncomfortable outside of their native habitat. In it too, come to think of it…

Cole turned out of the garage lot and onto the road that led toward his place. They drove down Main Street, passing Morrissey’s Restaurant and the hair salon, the post office, the hardware store and the white church steeple that rose high above the town. What did Sarah see when she looked at the town he called home? A dull backwater she couldn’t wait to escape? Probably, which was too bad. Rapture, Virginia had a lot of charm if you took the time to look beneath the surface. Of course a city girl would never think it was worth the time to do so.

Within minutes the dusty precincts of the town were behind them and the dense growth of the National Forest crowded both sides of the road. Tall trees arched overhead, their shade creating a semi-twilight intimacy in the cab. Sarah shifted in her seat, crossing and uncrossing her legs. Each time her tight skirt rode a bit higher, revealing more stocking-clad flesh. He thought he caught a glimpse of a lace-covered band. Were those thigh-highs? He exhaled slowly. If any more blood rushed to his cock he’d pass out.

He stole another glance at Sarah’s face—and caught her staring back. She looked away, but not before he caught the curiosity in her eyes and something else.

Desire.

She opened her mouth but didn’t speak, just swallowed. Was her mouth as dry as his? Her palms slightly damp? If he ran a finger down her neck would her pulse be racing too? He took a deep breath and caught a hint of floral perfume. Even her smell made him hot.

Sarah started at the sound of a phone ringing in her bag. She pulled it out and frowned at the screen. “Figures the reception is better now.” She cleared her throat. “Sarah Lange speaking.” With those words, her voice and body language changed. Both became sharp, tight, her posture so rigid she looked as if she would shatter with a touch.

What would it take to make this woman really shatter? To let go and throw caution to the wind? She looked as if she could use some shaking up—of the good kind. But it wasn’t his place to say so. Instead he focused on the road in front of him, trying not to eavesdrop. In the confines of the cab, he couldn’t help but notice that she seemed to get interrupted a lot. When she did get a word in, she spoke as if through clenched teeth. After a few minutes she ended the call with an exasperated “Fine, I’ll do it,” and tossed the phone back into her purse. Tension rolled off of her in waves.

“Something wrong?”

She gave a bitter snort. “Me being out of the office is wrong, as far as our newest associate is concerned. A vacation is something of a foreign concept in my field.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m an attorney.”

Like he hadn’t seen that coming. “Do you like it?”

She seemed surprised by his question. Had no one ever asked? “Some of it,” she said after a pause. “Sometimes.”

And the other parts and other times were what wound her so tight she needed to escape to the mountains of Virginia. He’d learned the hard way not to get involved with a woman like that. So why did he feel the urge to kiss the frown off her lips?

What would she do if he leaned over and kissed her? The thought sent a shot of lust through his veins. He wrapped his fingers more firmly around the stick to steady himself. A soft sigh emerged from Sarah’s lips and a pink flush stole across her chest and neck. Her gaze seemed to be focused on his hand on the gearshift.

What was she thinking?

They approached the summit of the last hill before his home. “Almost there,” he said.

And not a moment too soon.

 

Sunlight flooded the truck’s cab as the vehicle crested the hill. Sarah dragged her gaze away from Cole’s hand on the gearshift and closed her eyes to rein in her erotic thoughts.

Holy shit, this man was potent. She’d met him an hour ago and already her thong was damp. She’d never reacted this way to a man before.

Could a pit stop with a small-town mechanic be the cure she was seeking? How bizarre would that be?

The doctor had prescribed relaxation. Unfortunately, that damned phone call had reminded her of what she was trying to escape on this trip. She sighed. Cole had asked her if she liked her work. Up until six months ago her answer would have been an emphatic yes. Then she’d been assigned a new associate to mentor. Was it any coincidence that her problems had started then? Rolling her shoulders, she pushed the thoughts away. Relax.

She opened her eyes. The road curved and Cole accelerated through the turn effortlessly. He drove the big truck with such finesse that it might as well have been her Porsche. If he could handle a woman the way he handled his truck… She flicked a glance at his hands now firm on the wheel. A shiver ran through her looking at them, imagining them going around her curves.

Good God, she was obsessed with the man’s hands.

She turned toward the passenger window and caught her breath. The road descended into a wooded valley filled with a shimmering blue lake. A huge lodge with a high, peaked roof stood on the shore closest to them, its wood and stone façade blending with the forest. Multiple chimneys stretched toward the canopy, and tall windows reflected the trees and the clear blue sky. As they approached, Sarah could see a redwood deck wrapping from the front of the house to the back and a lush green lawn that led to the water’s edge.

If the spa is half as peaceful or luxurious as this, my troubles will be over. “Wouldn’t you love to stay there?” she asked with a sigh.

“I do. Regularly.”

“Really?” It seemed a bit upscale for a mechanic.

He laughed. “Of course. I live there. That’s my house.”

“That’s your place?” Her jaw dropped and she looked from the house to the man next to her and back again. To the house. Back to the man. She tried to connect the dots before her into some coherent image, but the edges kept blurring.

This was the house of a mechanic?


Chapter Four

Cole drove past the mansion—might as well call a spade a spade—and pulled onto a brick pad much too big to be called a driveway. It was as wide as the four-car garage behind it and long enough to fit a tractor-trailer. He got out of the truck. By the time Sarah had pulled herself together and unclipped her seatbelt, he was opening her door.

Sarah felt a flutter near her heart before she caught herself. It was that Southern thing again. He would do it for any woman. “Thanks, but I got it,” she said before he could reach for her. Cole nodded and stepped out of her way. She scooted to the edge of the seat, took a breath and hopped down. Her ankle wobbled but she managed to remain on her feet.

Pride somewhat intact, she preceded Cole down the brick path that led to the front door. Was he watching her? Curious, she put an extra wiggle in her walk just in case and thought she heard a sharp intake of breath.

Could this detour be useful after all? He wasn’t her usual type, but she couldn’t deny that he turned her on in a big way. Maybe this guy was the jump-start she needed to get herself back on track. She could solve her little problem before she even got to the spa. That would be convenient.

She reached the door and stepped aside to give Cole access to the lock. Instead of pulling out keys, he turned the knob and the door swung open.

“You don’t lock it?” she asked, incredulous.

“No need.”

She snorted. “If I did that in Manhattan, my place would be stripped clean in minutes.”

“So I’ve heard.”

She raised a questioning eyebrow, wondering what else he’d heard about New Yorkers, but he didn’t elaborate. Sarah slipped past and her shoulder brushed against Cole’s. A spark of desire leapt between them, zipping along Sarah’s skin. She thought she saw a muscle tick in his jaw.

Did he feel it too?

Wiping her damp palms on her coat, Sarah stepped into a large foyer with a cathedral ceiling. A combined living and dining area with a massive stone fireplace lay straight ahead. The kitchen was off to the right, and the foot of a staircase was visible to the left. The air smelled pleasantly of pine and wood smoke, reminding her of a ski lodge. Hell, this house was as luxurious as any of the places she visited in Aspen, only more comfortable. The perfect place to get cozy with her companion.

The sound of keys hitting the table was followed by the click of the front door.

“Nice place,” she said over her shoulder. “You—” Sarah felt the whisper of a touch brush the side of her neck. Oh yeah, they were on the same page. The one that read “they fell into each other’s arms…”

Anticipation flared, making her giddy. Her purse slid down her arm, landing on the floor with a soft thump. She started to lean back, eager to feel his strong, solid body against hers. But instead of sliding down to embrace her, his hands slipped under the neckline of her coat.

He wasn’t coming on to her. He was taking her coat like the good Southern gentleman he was.

Face heating, she shrugged the garment off, hoping to cover her gaffe. It slipped down to her elbows, but before it could slide off completely Cole stepped in close. He pulled the garment behind her, trapping her arms at her sides. A strange thrill raced down her spine.

“I’m glad you like it.”

His mouth was so close that his breath tickled her ear. Sarah felt her hair stir. “You seem a little…warm, darlin’. Can I get you anything? Perhaps a drink to cool you off?”

She was past warm. This man made her hot. Her whole body tingled with awareness. Her breasts were heavy with need. Sarah knew exactly what she wanted and it wasn’t a drink. She shook her head.

“Well, if there’s anything I can do to make your visit more…comfortable let me know.”

“Oh, I will.”

His low chuckle resonated deep in her womb. “I see. You’re the kind of woman who asks for what she wants—and expects to get it. Ain’t that right, darlin’?”

Darlin’. She nodded, melting inside. She knew what she wanted. Him. Now.

Her coat slipped off and cool air fanned her cheek as Cole stepped back. “You know what they say. Good things come to those who wait.”

What the hell? Sarah spun around, but Cole was already headed toward the kitchen with her coat over his arm.

“The tow truck has to take it slow on these roads, so Mike might be a while. Are you sure I can’t get you something? A beer?” His voice was smooth. As if he hadn’t just caressed her ear with his breath. Her neck with his fingers.

Sarah cleared her throat, trying to rein in her rampant desire. She didn’t know what he was playing at, but if he could be calm so could she. “Do you have any light beer?” she asked, proud that her voice sounded close to normal in spite of the fact that her body trembled.

Cole stuck his head through the kitchen’s pass-through window, his raised eyebrows saying are you kidding? more effectively than words. “How about some white wine? It’s already chilled.”

“Sure. That would be great.”

What kind of snobbery was that? So she liked light beer. She resisted the urge to stick out her tongue when he turned away.

The clink of glass was followed by the sound of liquid being poured. She wandered into the living room, her heels sinking into the soft moss green carpet. Framed photographs covered much of the walls, but she was too distracted to see the images.

Cole approached with a dark brown beer bottle in one hand, a glass of wine in the other. When he handed her the glass their fingers touched. She steadied hers with effort. She was about to take a sip when Cole raised his bottle in a toast. “To revving your engine and fixing what ails you.”

His words echoed her plan precisely. But was he going to get with the program or not?

Sarah took a sip of the wine. It was good. Very good. Crisp and dry, the way she liked it.

Luxurious house. Good wine. The man was full of surprises. As if to prove her point, he stepped forward, so close that she had to tilt her head all the way back to look in his face. Her body reacted instantly, every nerve going on high alert.

Was he going to kiss her?

He bent his head. Pleasure shimmered through her and her knees almost buckled. She closed her eyes—

—and nearly jumped out of her skin when a horn blasted outside. Cole put a hand on her arms to steady her.

“That’d be Mike.” He released her and stepped back. Her body swayed forward, drawn to his like a lodestone to the north. The horn sounded again. She opened her eyes and muttered a curse under her breath.

“I’ll go tend to your car.”

His voice was even, but Sarah caught him shifting from foot to foot. Adjusting the sudden tightness in the front of his jeans? She wasn’t the only one affected by their almost-kiss regardless of how cool he acted.

He headed down a hallway waving an arm toward the living room. “Make yourself at home. Shouldn’t take long.”

She watched his beautiful behind until he disappeared through a heavy door at the end, then finished her wine in a single gulp.

What the hell had just happened?

 

Cole closed the door to the garage behind him and took a deep breath. What had he been doing back there? After Natalie, he’d put that world behind him and resolved to stay away from women like that, but here he was hitting on the first city slicker to drive into town.

Sharp beeps sounded from outside as Mike backed the tow truck into the drive. Cole hit a switch on the wall and the garage’s door started to rise, bringing the Porsche into view. Why had he agreed to help again? Austin would have understood if Cole had said he was too busy. The racing season was starting in a couple of weeks and he had better things to do than fix a damned sports car.

Then he had to offer his own lift. Like she wasn’t dangerous enough to his sanity in public.

Mike lowered the Porsche to the ground and ran around to unhook it from the truck’s cable. Cole could have offered to help but the other man seemed to have it under control. Besides, this was probably the closest Mike had ever been to a Porsche—why spoil the man’s fun?

Mike drove the car over the waiting lift, got out and handed Cole the keys. “Nice car, eh? Never thought I’d like one of these foreign jobs, but I got to admit it feels pretty good.” He gestured at the racecars that filled two of the other bays. “Not as nice as those, of course, but not too bad.”

“No, not too bad.”

Cole bit back a smile and popped the trunk, which was in the front on a Porsche. He pulled out the pair of matching travel bags sitting there. After closing the trunk, he set the bags under a table and nodded to Mike, who flipped a switch on the wall behind him. The Porsche rose into the air.

Mike stepped away from the moving car and looked around the shop. “Man, you must be busy. Sure was nice of you to bring her car out here.” He looked back at the Porsche. “I hope she appreciates it.”

Cole snorted softly. She appreciated it all right. Cole hadn’t missed the way Sarah’s face had lit up when she saw his house. He shook his head. It always came down to money with women like that. Well, he’d learned his lesson—the next woman he got involved with was going to accept all parts of him, racing, Rapture and all.

“That one’s a looker, eh?” Mike asked and for a moment Cole wasn’t sure if he meant the car or its driver. But the next sentence cleared up his confusion. “Reminds me of that babe you brought around a while back. What was her name?”

“Natalie,” he said between clenched teeth, then forced himself to relax. It wasn’t Mike’s fault he had a weakness for stuck-up city girls.

“She was hot but not too friendly. Didn’t like racing neither,” he added and looked up at the Porsche. Clearly, anyone who didn’t like racing was not worth discussing in Mike’s book.

Cole tried to imagine Sarah at a racetrack, surrounded by beer-swigging rednecks and big-haired biker chicks. He snorted. Yeah, right. Natalie had loved the money racing brought in, but looked down her nose at racing fans and even the drivers themselves. So what if most of them had never gone to college? Not everyone needed a piece of paper to prove they were good at something.

His sister didn’t. She’d worked damned hard to compete in a man’s sport, but had Natalie appreciated that? His almost-fiancée had claimed to be a feminist, but her values had only extended to women in office buildings and courtrooms, not those “playing with grease monkeys and toy cars”. He’d never forget the look on Carrie’s face when Natalie said that. He shook his head. How could he have been so blind, letting his dick guide him instead of his head?

He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

 

 

A few hours ago Sarah had been zipping along in her Porsche on her way to The Spa at Westwood for a little doctor-prescribed R and R. Now she was aching with need, her breasts tight and her body on fire after practically begging a stranger to kiss her. A small-town mechanic, no less! What was wrong with her?

On the other hand, the logical side of her brain chimed in, with a house like this the man was clearly more than “just” a mechanic. So what was he?

And what the hell kind of game was he playing? She knew he was interested—she hadn’t imagined the almost-kiss in the living room. But when the horn had blown, he’d pulled back as if nothing had happened. Thanks to Mike’s lousy timing, nothing had happened, but they seemed to be getting somewhere. Or so she thought. So why was he teasing her, leading her on? That was not the behavior she was used to from the men she pursued. It made her edgy. Restless. Off-balance. And insanely aroused. Damn him.

Muffled bangs and bumps came from the hall that Cole had disappeared down. He’d be busy with her car for a while. That left her free to regroup and turn to what she really wanted to do—explore the abode of the mystery man who had gotten her so unexpectedly hot. Uncover some clues that might help explain his unusual appeal.

She returned to the foyer. Above the table where Cole had tossed his keys hung a large framed photo of Cole in stained coveralls with his arm around the shoulders of a tall blond guy in a racing jumpsuit. The two men stood grinning from ear-to-ear before a red racecar festooned with logos and the number 72 painted on the door. Words were scrawled across the bottom of the image: Thanks, buddy—couldn’t have done it without you! A signature was written beneath the words, but Sarah couldn’t make out the name. On the opposite wall, another photo showed a driver on the hood of a banged-up racecar, one fist raised in a victory salute. Although the helmet obscured her face, the snug racing suit revealed that the driver was a woman. We did it! was written across it in big letters.

Sarah turned to take in the living room. The signed photos were only two of many racing-related pictures scattered about the large space. There were photos of Cole with different cars and drivers, one with him waving from the driver’s seat of a car and many of cars speeding down racetracks. Scattered among these was racing paraphernalia, including pendants, framed racing posters and a couple of checked flags. Issues of Car and Driver sat on a wooden coffee table before a large leather couch. A flat-screen TV dominated the opposite wall. The whole space was done in cool shades of blue and green with touches of wood throughout. Masculine without being overpowering. Tasteful and classy. And not a woman’s touch in sight.

Sarah spotted a collection of photos on the large mantle and headed that way. She could learn a lot about a person from their personal photos. Like whether there was a Mrs. Cassidy.

No wedding photos graced the stone surface, but front-and-center was a picture of Cole with his arm around a gorgeous black-haired woman. The two of them stood smiling behind a good-looking older couple. Sarah’s stomach clenched until she noticed that both Cole and the younger woman shared their blue eyes with the older man and their black hair with the woman. Unless she was mistaken, this was a picture of Cole, his sister and their parents. So far so good. She glanced at the other photos. A younger Cole horsing around with a bunch of guys in a boat. Raising a toast with a large group in a bar. A cluster of boys wearing football uniforms and mud surrounded by cheerleaders. In all of them Cole was happy, relaxed. The people around him smiled. While there were women in many of the photos, there was no one whose body language said “significant other”. She released the breath she hadn’t been aware of holding. While she might be willing to stretch her rules to include sex with a mechanic—okay, at this point she was eager to do so—doing it with a man already spoken for was out of the question.

She continued her investigation in the kitchen. The appliances were all top-grade. Stainless-steel refrigerator. Six-burner stove. High-quality pots and pans hanging from a ceiling rack. The dishes and pots in the drying rack suggested recent use. She tried to remember the last time she’d used her own matchbook-sized kitchen to do more than microwave leftover takeout. She couldn’t.

The hall Cole disappeared down held a small bathroom and a laundry room and ended in a large metal door that presumably led outside. Having exhausted the snooping potential of the downstairs, Sarah wandered back to the main room and found herself at the foot of the staircase. She placed a foot on the bottom step, itching with curiosity about what was upstairs.

Who was she trying to kid? What she really wanted to see was his bedroom. What kind of bed did he sleep in? An old-fashioned four-poster? A modern platform? One thing she was sure of given the man’s size and the space he took up with his presence alone, it was definitely a king. Plenty of room for two. Of course, she had no reason to be up there, no excuse except for plain nosiness. And if he caught her in his bedroom of all places… An unexpected thrill ran through her at the idea. What would he do if he found her there?

What would she want him to do?

What was it about this guy? Could he be any further from her usual button-down type? Before Trent, she’d dated a sophisticated financial analyst named Manny. She recalled his neatly manicured nails and tried to imagine him under a car. Unfortunately, she was also unable to imagine him revving her engine, which was why she’d ended their relationship after three unsuccessful “attempts” that had left him satisfied and her desperate for something more.

The same scene had played out again and again. Each of her recent lovers had been handsome, sophisticated and successful, but not one had lit her fire. Even her trusty electronic companion had let her down. It was sad. No, for a woman who loved sex and who craved orgasms as much as she did, it was fucking pathetic. If she didn’t find satisfaction soon…

But Cole was a stranger. If she couldn’t come with someone she knew or even by herself, why would things be any different with him? The last thing she needed was another failure. Memories of coming so close only to fizzle at the last moment made frustration well up in her chest. Tears sprang to her eyes.

The doctor had assured her that this kind of thing happened to women all the time. She just had to relax. She blinked until her sight cleared. Sex with a stranger wasn’t the best way to do that. She gave an irritated huff. If only she could know for sure.

The sound of male laughter brought her back to her current predicament. As convenient as it would be for Cole to fix everything that ailed her, the chances of that were slim to none. What she really needed was to get her car fixed and be on her way, not to snoop around a stranger’s home, no matter how hot he might be.

Cole laughed again and delightful shivers danced across her skin. She looked up the stairs with regret and turned away, heading toward the source of the sound. She picked up her pace. Her best course of action was to get out of there as soon as Cole fixed her car, so a desire to see the man himself had nothing to do with where her feet were leading her.

Absolutely nothing.


Chapter Five

When Sarah pushed through the steel door at the end of the hallway, the scene that met her eyes looked more like a high-tech laboratory than a place to fix cars. She shouldn’t have been surprised. Just as Cole was more than an ordinary mechanic, this was more than “just” a garage.

Fluorescent light reflected off the spotless concrete floor and the white metal cabinets and drawers that lined the back wall from floor to ceiling. An open cabinet in the corner revealed shelves filled with shiny metal parts of different shapes, ranging from the size of her fist to the length of her arm. Multiple computers and monitors perched on the long tables that separated the three cars that filled the main space.

Closest was a logo-covered blue-and-yellow racecar. Its shape was roughly the same as the cars she’d seen on the highway, but the similarities ended there. This speedster sported a kind of wing on the back and thick tires. It had no fender and the front end of the car nearly touched the ground. A coarsely woven mesh covered the driver’s window instead of glass.

Sarah sensed something else odd about the car, but she couldn’t place it—

It didn’t have any doors. How the hell did the driver get in? Through the window Dukes of Hazard style?

A silver racecar sat in the middle of the room. It was similar to the first but without the logos. This one had doors and through the open window she spotted two seats. That seemed odd for a racecar, but what did she know? The only racing she’d ever done was in a cab speeding down the West Side Highway. Farthest away, her Porsche was up on a lift. It seemed tame in comparison to the racers beside it. From the TV ads Sarah knew her convertible could reach speeds of a hundred and sixty miles an hour. How fast could these racecars go?

The two men stood beneath the Porsche’s front end, elbow-deep in the car’s underbelly. Cole’s muscles bunched under his tight white tee and Sarah’s libido clicked into gear. Reluctant to wander among the cables that snaked across the floor, she called across the room. “I see you got it up.” She winced when the words’ double meaning hit her.

Cole smiled. “Oh yeah, it’s up all right. Been up for a while.” He released whatever he’d been holding and stepped back. Mike stepped back as well and wiped his brow with his shirtsleeve.

“And is it what you thought? The front tie…” What the heck had he called it? “…thing?” She frowned. She hated sounding like an ignorant girl.

“The front tie rod. Yeah, it’s busted. Come.” He beckoned with a wave. “I’ll show you.”

Curious, Sarah picked her way across the room to where the two men stood. The closer she got to Cole the harder her heart beat, until she was sure they’d be able to hear it. She stopped a few feet away from the men and took a steadying breath.

Cole pointed up at something between the front wheels. “See here? The bar between the wheel and the axle?”

Sarah craned her neck to see into the car’s underside and tried to ignore the delicious tension in the pit of her stomach brought by Cole’s proximity. She thought she knew what he was talking about but couldn’t be sure—there were a lot of metal bits and bars under there. “I think so.”

Cole stepped behind her. Before she realized what he was going to do, his hands landed on her shoulders and he steered her to a spot under the axle. Standing behind her, he pointed to the left wheel. “See the narrow metal rod inside the wheel?”

He paused but Sarah’s mind had gone blank the moment he’d touched her. His hand on her shoulder was like a brand sending a heated awareness across her chest. Her nipples pebbled. Several inches stood between them, but she could feel his body behind her as surely as if they had embraced. It took all of her willpower not to lean back and close the gap.

“See it?” he asked again.

She nodded, not sure if she could speak. She glanced at Mike who looked up at the car as if nothing unusual was happening. Maybe the blood rushing through her ears wasn’t as loud as she feared, the rapping of her heart against her ribs not visible through her top. A quick glance down showed that her peaked nipples were obvious so she crossed her arms, nodding more forcefully this time.

“That’s the tie rod. It connects the front wheel to the rest of the steering system.” The part of her brain that was functioning was pleased to note that his voice lacked the condescension she usually got from auto mechanics. He pointed over to the right side. “And there’s the busted one.”

The rod on the right side was bent down at a sharp angle. That explained why the wheel was sticking out.

Cole stepped back. The spot where his hand had rested felt cool, her entire back chilled. “I think that’s all that’s wrong,” he said, “but I want to check one more thing.” He picked a long-handled tool off a worktable.

Sarah nodded as if she had a clue as to what he was talking about and moved away. She needed to put some distance between herself and this man. She needed to get a grip before she did something embarrassing. Like dragging him into the nearest backseat.

With mingled relief and regret, she recalled that none of the cars in the garage had backseats.

Cole stepped back from her car and nodded. “Yup, that’s it. We’ll have to replace a couple of things and fine-tune your alignment, but that’s all. You really got lucky. It could have been worse.”

“A lot worse,” Mike said. “But you’re lucky. Cole’ll fix you right up.”

If only. But they were referring to the car. “Great. So, you can fix it.”

“I’ve fixed cars a lot worse off than yours,” Cole said with a laugh as he clamped the tool on to something behind the Porsche’s front wheel. “You’ll be ready to go in no time.”

Ready to go? As in car fixed and out of here?

Sarah watched the play of muscles across Cole’s back as he grabbed the long handle with both hands and pulled. His biceps strained with the effort and her breath caught in her throat. Her fingers twitched, eager to feel the strength in those limbs. To touch those rock-hard planes. To discover if he really was the cure she’d been looking for…

She shook herself mentally. What was she thinking? Relaxation was the cure, not some mysterious mechanic from Nowheres-ville. No matter how hot he was—or how hot he made her—she wasn’t willing to put her instant attraction to this man to the test. The risk was too great. After all, she’d been attracted to each of her previous lovers and look what had happened. Or rather, what hadn’t.

Why would things be any different with Cole?

With that depressing thought, Sarah tamped down the last embers of her desire and looked at the clock on the garage’s back wall. It was almost five. “How long do you think it will take you to fix my car?” She mentally calculated the remaining distance to the spa. If she left by eight, she’d still be able to make the late check-in…

“A couple of hours.” Cole rolled his shoulders in a way that made Sarah’s insides do somersaults. “Once we get the part.”

“Great.” She was trying to recall where she’d left her purse when his words penetrated. “Get the part? You mean you don’t have it here?”

Mike laughed. “No, ma’am. Porsches have special everything. Not much call for them around here.”

She failed to see what was so funny. “When will it arrive? I have a reservation at The Spa at Westwood. They’re expecting me tonight.”

“The part will have to be sent over from Richmond,” Cole said. He had a look of sympathy on his face. “That ain’t happening today, darlin’. Sorry.”

Now that she had decided that it was best to go, she couldn’t. An unfamiliar feeling of panic gripped her. “Not leave tonight?” Her voice cracked. “You mean I’m stuck here?”

“I’m afraid so,” Cole said. Mike nodded his agreement.

“But where will I stay? Is there even a motel in this town?”

Cole opened his mouth to speak, but Mike let out a startled yelp, his gaze on the clock. “Man, is that the time? I gotta get the truck back to the shop.”

Cole held out a hand to the mechanic. “Thanks for getting the car down here, Mike. Sorry for keeping you so long.”

“No problem, man,” Mike said as the men shook hands. “Really. And thanks for letting me watch you work. It was awesome.”

“Watch?” Cole swung an arm around the other man’s shoulders. “You were a big help. I really appreciate it.”

Mike’s face lit up when Cole stepped back with a nod. “I helped? Really?” He cleared his throat. “I mean, glad to do it, man.” He turned to Sarah. “Like I told you, ma’am, you don’t gotta worry about a thing. Cole’s the best. He’ll take care of you.”

“That’s fine for my car, but what about me?” She struggled to keep a childish whine out of her voice. This wasn’t part of the plan. She was supposed to leave tonight. “Where am I supposed to stay tonight?”

“You can stay here,” Cole said.

Mike let out a low whistle. “That certainly beats the old roach motel by the highway.”

Roach motel? Like any New Yorker, Sarah shuddered at the mere mention of the disgusting scurrying insects, even though Mike was likely exaggerating.

Wasn’t he?

Mike continued, seemingly oblivious to the impact of his words. “Cole’s got an awesome place above the garage here.” He pointed over their heads. “Jimmie stayed there once, right?” he asked Cole. “And Junior?” Cole nodded and the other man shook his head. “Damn.”

If Mike’s words were meant to impress her they fell short of the mark, as Sarah had no idea who those men were. She didn’t care if George Washington himself had slept there—it was the presumed lack of roaches that sealed it for her.

The fact that it was Cole’s place they were talking about was irrelevant, of course.

Mike’s departure forestalled any more questions. After a round of backslapping and high fives, promises of beers and a “catchya later”, he headed out the door.

Mike was almost at the truck when Sarah called out to him. He turned, looking surprised. She waved at the Porsche. “Thanks. For rescuing me and my car.”

The man smiled and red stained his cheeks. He touched his ball cap. “Pleasure, ma’am.” He hoisted himself into the tow truck. With the crunch of gravel and a final horn, he was gone.

They were alone—her, Cole and the cars. And she was staying the night.

Sarah cleared her throat. “Thanks for giving me a place to stay. I mean, the guest room sounds great.”

Cole nodded, back under the car. “No problem.”

In spite of her decision, Sarah couldn’t deny the prick of disappointment. If their attraction was mutual, wouldn’t he want her to stay a bit…closer?

It’s for the best.

Except for the ping of metal against metal the garage was silent. Perhaps she should get her laptop out of her bag and try to do some work—

“So, what made you decide to get a car like this?”

Sarah started, then exhaled unsteadily. Conversation. Small talk. She could do this.

“You mean since I obviously know nothing about cars?” She shrugged. “I liked the way it looked, the way it felt when I took it for a test drive. Everyone expected me to get a Beemer when my big raise came through, but I wanted something with real power, not just a pretty thing.” She could hear a touch of bitterness creep into her voice. “I had fantasies of speed and freedom. Just me and the open road.”

“And?” His attention was focused on the car, but Sarah thought she heard genuine interest in his question.

“I’m lucky if I can get out of the office before nine p.m., forget about getting out of the city. This trip was a fluke. We wrapped a case up early and”—she coughed and turned away to hide her heated blush—“I had a medical reason.”

He looked up this time, but she made a show of examining the blue-and-yellow racecar. Eager to change the subject, she said the first thing that came to mind. “I see you like racing.”

Real clever, Sarah.

Cole put down the long-handled metal thing and reached for something smaller but also metal and as unfamiliar as almost everything else in the room. “It’s a passion.”

Sarah could feel the truth behind those simple words. The man clearly loved his work. When was the last time she’d felt that way? “Do you work on all kinds of cars, or just the really fast ones?”

Cole put down the tool and wiped the grease from his hands with some kind of cleanser. She could smell its citrus scent across the room. “The faster, the better,” he said.

“So, folks will pay a lot to fix these cars, eh?” she asked.

Okay, it was tacky to bring up the issue of money, but she still was having trouble connecting the idea of a mechanic—even a racing mechanic—with this house and the guy in front of her.

Cole gave her an odd look that made her regret the question but it was too late to take it back now. He pointed to the car in front of her. “See that baby right there? The engine alone costs a hundred and fifty thousand plus a couple million a year to maintain. Or she will when I get done with her.”

Sarah jumped away from the car as if it had caught on fire. “A million a year? And I thought my car had bad mileage.” He laughed and the low sound warmed her from the inside. “So, you’re a mechanic for racecars?”

He shook his head. “Not a mechanic. An auto engineer.”

Was that a special kind of mechanic or was it like calling a garbage man a sanitation engineer? “Is that the proper title for someone who fixes racecars?”

“No. That’s the proper title for someone with a degree in automotive engineering.” He pointed behind her with his chin.

Sarah turned to face a wall covered in papers, pictures and tacked-up notes. Off to the side, partially hidden by a faded article about a race in Daytona Beach and a diagram of what looked like an engine, a cheap frame held a diploma for a bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering. Next to it a similar frame held a master’s in the same with a focus on automotive engineering. Both were from Georgia Tech with honors. She couldn’t hold back her surprised “oh.”

“Well, shucks, ma’am,” he said in an exaggerated drawl. “Even us country boys go to school sometimes, ya know.”

He was smiling but the tightness around his eyes told Sarah she’d touched a nerve. Truth was, she never would have guessed that her “mechanic” had as much education as she had. With honors.

She looked at him with new eyes. Could that be the secret of his appeal? She’d always had a thing for smart men. But brains and brawn? Well that might be just what the doctor ordered.

Or should have.

Another kind of understanding dawned. “You don’t usually do this kind of thing, do you? I mean fix regular cars. That’s why Austin was so surprised by your offer.”

Cole just shrugged, as if it was no big deal. But it was to her.

“Cole.” She waited until he was looking at her. “Thank you. I really appreciate your help.”

He gave her a genuine smile this time. “Just trying to help out, darlin’.”

This man was fixing her car, giving her a place to stay and calling her “darlin’”. Maybe there was something to this Southern thing after all.

She wanted to know more. “So, why cars? I mean I know most men like them, but getting an advanced degree is a bit above and beyond the usual obsession.”

He paused for a moment, as if considering his answer—or whether to answer at all. Sarah held her breath, releasing it only when he leaned forward and rested his hands on the roof of the silver car between them.

“There’s something magical about racing. The freedom, the speed. It’s the closest you can come to flying without leaving the ground.” He looked down and patted the silver racecar. “But it’s not just about the car, you know? Racing is a partnership between a man and his machine. Get that engine going, make her purr and she’ll do anything you want.”

His words sent a hot bolt of desire straight to Sarah’s core. She nodded. She was ready to do anything to keep him talking.

“It takes a firm hand to keep a real beauty under control, while pushing her as hard and fast as she can go.” His low voice fanned the desire that hadn’t quite gone out. “It’s a rush like no other.

“Well,” he added with a grin, “maybe one other.”

Right, that rush. Maybe she should take up racing.

Or maybe Cole could get her there. “You can drive like that?” Her question was barely a whisper.

“Oh yeah.” His hand caressed the silver car, drawing swirls on the shiny surface with his fingertips. Goose bumps rose on Sarah’s flesh as she imagined him tracing those lines on her skin. She’d envied people their cars before but never had she envied the car itself.

“So, Ms. Lange.” His hand stilled and she looked up at his face. His blue gaze was mesmerizing even from across the room. “Want to go for a ride?”

Light-headedness made Sarah’s knees go weak, as if she’d gone without food for too long. But it wasn’t nourishment she craved. She wanted what Cole had described—freedom, power, speed. Maybe even the rush that had eluded her for so long.

She nodded.

Cole came around to open the passenger door of the silver car. She slipped past him, barely resisting the urge to rub up against him. Yes, she wanted him—but she wanted this ride first.

The bucket seat was so low she fell rather than sat in it. It molded around her body, from the headrest that wrapped around her ears to the smooth leather under her back and behind. She knew they were designed for safety but after Cole’s description, the seat’s embrace felt so intimate her inner heat rose another notch. From fiery to inferno.

The racecar’s console looked more like an airplane’s cockpit than the dash of a car. Sarah recognized the gauge that showed RPMs and thought another might indicate pressure of some sort. But there was no speedometer, and everything else was as mysterious and astonishing as her reaction to the man who slid in beside her.

Realizing that Cole was waiting for her, she grabbed the crisscross belt, fumbling before it clicked into place.

“Nervous?” he asked.

“Excited.” And they hadn’t even left the garage.


Chapter Six

Cole inhaled deeply, setting his hands on the wheel. The familiar aroma of leather and engine grease mingled with a faint musky hint of arousal. His cock twitched. Damn.

From the moment he’d seen her by the side of the road he’d been drawn to her, but the strength of that attraction was a surprise. Yeah, she was seriously sexy. From the lush, round breasts that strained against her sweater to the sweet hips he’d grabbed on to when he lifted her into his truck, she had the kind of body that made his pulse race. Their almost-kiss in the living room had made his cock so hard and his balls so tight it was a miracle he could sit without wincing.

He smiled thinking about his little stunt back in the living room. Yeah, she’d expected him to kiss her and it had taken all of his willpower not to. While Sarah was clearly the type who liked to call the shots, he wasn’t the type to come running. Not anymore. Not after Natalie.

If he was being honest, that wasn’t the only reason he’d teased her. There was something about this woman that brought out the trickster in him. Made him feel, well, playful. Hell, from what he’d heard about her job and witnessed in her wound-up body language, she could use a little play in her life. Some loosening up. He was more than happy to oblige.

Thanks to his experience with Natalie, he’d planned to keep his distance. But Sarah had seemed genuinely interested when he’d talked about cars and racing and she’d even warmed up to Mike. The real difference though was the vulnerability he’d sensed when she’d talked about her job and her car. The hint that there might be a real person behind her city-girl mask, one who wasn’t just interested in work and money. He had one night to coax that Sarah out. A ride would be a good way to start.

Cole flicked the ignition switch, looking over to make sure Sarah’s seat harness was fastened. Her fingers toyed with a loose tendril of hair, her smile almost shy. Did she have any idea of how hot it made him when she tucked those blond strands behind her ear, how badly he wanted to suck that soft lobe between his teeth? To give it a nip and see how she’d react? He was tempted to lean over right now and try…

He held back. This ride would be their foreplay and he was going to make sure it was good for both of them.

The road uncoiled before them, winding through hills and woods Cole knew well. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d taken a woman on a drive to impress her and never a woman who seemed as excited about it as Sarah.

Natalie had never been interested in anything as simple and fun as a fast ride. He’d tried with a few other women, but they were terrified before he even got going. Could Sarah handle it? Would she enjoy it? He shot a glance her way. Her eyes shone. Her tongue slipped out to wet her lips and his shaft pulsed. She was ready.

They approached the turn near the old logging trail. When they’d repaved these few miles of road, Cole had asked the highway engineers to put a bit of a bank into the turns and level the straightaways. They’d agreed to do so—for safety’s sake, of course. Yeah, right. He’d seen more than one of those guys whipping down this road in their souped-up Chevys and Fords.

Cole leaned into the curve, accelerating a bit on the exit as he would on a track. They flew through an S-curve and sailed over a small hill. At the top Cole felt that sweet moment of weightlessness deep in his gut. Sarah gasped. The smile that spread across her face told him that she was enjoying it as much as he was.

The car purred beneath him, a contented cat stretching its limbs, ready to pounce. After a couple more turns he slowed and pulled onto a gravel patch by the side of the road. A locked chain link gate was visible between the trees. Sarah’s breathing was rapid, color high in her cheeks. Eyes wide, she turned to him. “That was amazing! I’ve never driven like that before. The way you flew down the road, sped through those turns. It really was like flying.”

Amazing…? It took him a moment to understand. “What…you mean the ride here?” A bark of laughter burst out of him. “Darlin’, that’s how I usually drive. Hell, I was even holding back since we were on a public road.”

She looked confused. “You mean there’s more?”

Cole reached out, unable to resist tucking those blond strands behind her ear. “If you think that was something, you’re in for a real treat.”

He hopped out of the car, unlocked the gate and stepped up to the power box that controlled the lights. He flipped the master switch and a dozen suns lit the clearing ahead. Sarah sat silently, gaping. Cole tried to imagine the scene through her eyes.

The dense forest gave way to a huge open space dominated by a smooth half-mile-long oval of asphalt and concrete. It was modeled after the shortest track on the top-tier circuit, Martinsville Speedway, but with slightly more banking in the turns. Two sets of metal bleachers bracketed the short tower where a flagman could stand. A short pit road cut off a section of the infield, complete with a pit wall and a couple of corrugated metal lean-tos for crews to use during practice runs.

“I built this a few years back.” He gestured proudly at what his sister Carrie called the big-kids’ playground. “Here’s where I test cars to see what they can really do.”

He drove up to the flagman’s stand and the thick white starting line that crossed the track. This was just for fun, but the familiar burn of adrenaline flooded his limbs nonetheless. His body prepared for a race much the way it responded to the beautiful woman beside him. By instinct.

He checked his safety restraints and turned to Sarah. When he leaned across her seat to check hers, her eyes closed. From the look on her face, it was obvious that she expected him to kiss her. He was tempted, but if they started down that road there was no way he’d be able to pull back, and he really wanted to take her for a ride.

Besides, waiting would make it that much better.

He ran his hands lightly under the harness that stretched across her chest in an X, tightening it so that it held her firmly against the seat. “You good?” he asked. Unable to resist he brushed a finger across her peaked nipple and she gasped, leaning into his hand. Her eyes opened, pupils dilated. Oh, she was good all right. This was going to be fun.

He reached behind the seat and pulled out two helmets. In the confined space they were difficult to put on, but with a little help she managed. He slid a finger under her chinstrap to be sure it was secure. A pulse point in her throat hammered wildly, kicking his heartbeat into an answering rhythm.

He placed both hands on the wheel, caressing it for a moment before gripping the custom leather. Anticipation built in him, a delicious pressure that started in his chest and expanded into his belly and down his limbs. A good dose of it lodged in his groin thanks to the woman next to him. He shifted in his seat, then turned to his passenger with a grin.

“Ready?”

 

Before she could even nod, they were off.

Sarah was forced back against the seat as the car shot forward like a ball from a cannon. A roar filled her ears. The asphalt disappeared beneath them as the car picked up speed. The scenery blurred as they flew down the track. Cole’s hands gripped the wheel and they whipped through the first turn. Sarah could see his chest and legs strain with effort, but his eyes glowed with excitement. A smile played on his lips. He was in control.

The smell of gasoline and burnt rubber filled the cockpit. The mechanical purr of the engine sent chills down her spine in spite of the rising temperature in the car. Heat radiated through the soles of Sarah’s boots. Sweat beaded her forehead and her pulse soared.

They flew down the long side of the track, the engine revving and seat vibrating. The sensation moved up her thighs and settled in her pussy, making her clit hum with pleasure. It was almost too much given her current state of arousal. Another lap and she might come right there in his car.

They rounded the last turn, the finish line in sight. She’d never done anything this crazy, this reckless and exciting in her entire life—and she wasn’t ready for it to end. To her delight, Cole showed no sign of stopping. The grandstand was a blur as they zoomed by. Cole let out a loud “yee-haw!” and laughter bubbled in Sarah’s chest, the kind she hadn’t felt in ages.

The trees blended into a beautiful smudge of green and brown as they soared down the far side of the track. The car slid into the final turn again—if Sarah hadn’t been pinned down by the G-forces she would have thrown her hands into the air as if she were on a roller coaster. With a burst of renewed speed, Cole headed for the finish line a second time. Sarah’s pulse picked up too. Her competitive nature kicked in and she leaned into the seatbelt as if she could will the car to go even faster. She could almost hear the crowd scream as the white line passed beneath them. Her breath released in a satisfied whoosh.

Cole slowed the car and brought them to a stop at the top of the curve. Sarah sagged against the safety belt, fighting to slow her racing heartbeat. Had she ever experienced anything so intense and exhilarating? The power, the speed, the excitement. Blood pounded through her veins and throbbed between her thighs. She recalled what Cole had said about a rush “like no other” and shivered, grateful that the roar of the crowd had only been in her mind. They were alone. She was wet and needy, aching with desire, her body more revved up than it had been in…forever. Any last reservations flew out the window along with her fear. Months of frustration melted into hot need. She wanted this man. She flipped up her visor and turned to him, not caring if naked desire showed in her face. The time for coyness and games was over.

Before she could speak Cole unbuckled his harness and jumped out of the car. Disappointment stabbed her. Did he not feel the same passion, the excitement? But no sooner had she completed the thought than he appeared at her side, flinging the door wide.

His helmet was gone. The predatory gleam in his eyes made his intentions clear.

He made short work of the restraining harness and got rid of her helmet, tossing it behind the seats. He reached down and drew her from the car, his motions gentle in spite of the urgency in his face. Pulling her clear, he slammed the door with his hip.

A wicked smile crossed his lips. Whatever he was thinking, she wanted a piece of it.

The air was cool but she was still hot from the ride—and getting hotter. Hands seized her waist and she was pressed up against the car, his mouth coming down hard on hers. “Yes,” she moaned into his kisses. “Oh God, yes!” His tongue thrust between her open lips in what she prayed was a preview of what was up next. She tasted the heady aphrodisiac of cool mint and beer. She writhed against him, bucking her hips. She wanted to feel all of him against her, needed to feel his heat deep within.

“I want you.” His words echoed her thoughts as he trailed a hand down her thigh. The other gripped her hip and jolts of pleasure shot from each point of contact straight to her clit. When he reached the hem of her skirt he started back up, bringing the material with it. When his fingers reached the bare skin above her stockings, he ground his pelvis into hers with a groan. He slipped his leg between hers. The denim of his jeans was rough against the sensitive skin of her inner thighs.

Oh, the things this man did to her. Her body felt like a wild thing, something out of her control, obeying only the desire in his eyes and the lust conjured by his hands. She straddled his muscular thigh, so wet her moisture must have been soaking into his jeans but she didn’t care. A moan escaped her lips. She was on fire for him, racing toward their inevitable conclusion faster than he’d raced them around the track.

Cole responded with a growl as his hand slid aside the thin material of her thong. A single finger brushed her damp curls. “You’re so wet, Sarah. So hot.” He kissed her neck. “It’s such a turn-on, isn’t it? Going fast? Driving hard?” The last two words were punctuated by thrusts of his hips that drew cries from deep in her throat.

“How much farther are you willing to go?” His voice was a harsh whisper against her ear. “We’re so close to the edge, darlin’. So close. Wanna take it all the way?”

His words were fuel to the flames of lust that threatened to devour her from within. “Yes. Please.” She was begging but couldn’t stop, wouldn’t stop until he gave her what she wanted. What she needed. More. More of his hands, his mouth, his cock. More speed, more pressure, more of the thrills he had shown her on the track.

He pulled back and she cried out, bereft. His answering chuckle resonated deep in her belly. Walking backward, he tugged her toward the front of the car. On wobbly knees she followed, willing to go anywhere to feel his body against hers.

They were out in the open. The floodlights blazed down, illuminating their every move. There was nowhere to hide. Heat rose off the hood of the car, but she didn’t care. All she cared about was the man before her. Getting closer to him was her deepest concern. Feeling him within, her only priority.

He stopped in front of the hood, touching it with one finger, then laying his whole hand on it. Nodding, he turned her so she was facing the car.

“Put your hands on the hood, Sarah.” His words were both a command and a caress. He wanted to take her from behind.

She’d never done it that way, never understood how such a passive position could appeal to a woman. Yet the thought of doing it with Cole made her feel weak with need.

Cole behind her, over her. Holding her hips firmly while he thrust deep inside. Heat flared in her core. Her body was willing, even desperate. Could her mind embrace it as well?

She hesitated, body aching but frozen with uncertainty. Cole decided for both of them. His hand closed softly around her wrist and guided her fingers down to the warm metal of the hood. His body leaned into hers, bending her forward. His hard cock pressed into the cleft of her ass.

“Put the other hand down too, Sarah,” he said in her ear.

Without allowing herself to think, she did as instructed.

“Brace yourself, darlin’. It’s going to be a rough ride.”


Chapter Seven

Sarah’s skirt went up around her waist. Her thong slid down and Cole stepped back to pull it off. She could feel his gaze on her, his hands stroking her buttocks with an appreciative murmur. She canted her hips back to give him a better view and was rewarded with a throaty moan. The clink of his belt buckle was followed by the soft whir of a zipper and the crinkle of foil. She recalled the crossed flags she’d seen earlier—had it only been a few hours ago?—and her eyes sought out the flagman’s stand. She was ready to race for that finish line now. To be put out of this sweet, sweet misery after waiting and wanting for so long.

With a knee Cole urged her legs wider. He gripped her hips. The hot tip of his cock pressed against her opening. She wriggled, pushing back with a desperate sound, but the hands on her hips tightened.

He tsked against her ear. “Who’s in the driver’s seat now, Sarah?”

She froze as an unexpected thrill ran through her. He was asserting his control and he wanted her to acknowledge it. She took a breath. “You. You’re driving.” Her voice hitched on the last word and she felt his cock jerk.

“That’s right, darlin’. I’m behind the wheel.”

He started to press forward, entering her a millimeter at a time. Her channel stretched to welcome him. Everything felt different from this angle. Exciting and new. Never before had she wanted to be in this position, yet it felt so good. So right. Something about this man made her want to relinquish control. It turned her on more than she thought possible.

And scared the hell out of her.

Sarah’s courage began to waver. What was she doing? This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. Sarah Lange never let anyone tell her what to do. She was the one in charge, the person who had everything under control. Yet from the moment her car hit that pothole, her whole universe had been knocked off-balance. It needed to be righted. Pulled back together. Returned to some semblance of the way things were supposed to be.

Her back went rigid, her legs stiff. Cole stopped moving. “Sarah?”

She leaned forward, ignoring the sharp pang of loss as his hardness slipped out of her body. She turned and braced a foot against the front grill. They were face-to-face. This she could handle.

Cole’s cock stood proudly between them, stiff and ready. She pulled at his hips and spread her legs wider to accommodate him. But he resisted, his body holding firm against her attempts to draw them back together.

“Come on, Cole. What are you waiting for?” She wanted him as much as before—just face-to-face. Surely he wouldn’t object to that.

He gave her a searching look. Whatever he saw must have satisfied him because he relaxed his stance and allowed her to pull him closer. The tip of his cock brushed over her lower lips. His head slipped over her swollen clit. Desire flared again and she moaned.

Her whole existence narrowed to this moment. Cole’s hands on her hips. The smell of male sweat and burnt rubber. Smooth metal under her hands. The clicks and pings of the cooling engine. All blended into an erotic drug that swirled through her veins. And Cole was the only one who could give her the fix she needed.

But he still held back. From the mischief in his eyes she knew he was doing it to tease her. Part of her enjoyed it, wanting this to last as long as possible. But the parts he was touching wanted him to drive into her as hard and fast as he’d driven the car around the track.

The latter parts won. She tried to arch her hips to take him inside, but his grip was firm. Bracing his hands against the car, Cole leaned forward. He pressed her back with his body until she was sandwiched between him and the smooth metal of the hood.

“What’s wrong, Sarah?” he asked against her ear. “Am I going too slow?” He flexed his hips and the head of his cock slid a few millimeters into her body.

A jolt of pleasure made her squirm. “Yes. Please. I need more.”

She was begging again but beyond caring. She’d never wanted anyone, never needed anything as much as she needed this man inside her now. Front, back, any way he wanted. “Please.”

“I forgot—you’re a woman who loves power and speed.”

With that he thrust forward, filling her completely in one move.

A feeling of bliss flowed through her veins, pleasure so acute it bordered on pain. Cole held her steady against the hood as he pistoned in and out of her channel, the liquid sound of it driving her higher. The slide of his slick cock within aroused sensations Sarah thought she’d forgotten. Ones she feared she’d never experience again. Some that she’d never felt before. This was what she needed, what she’d been missing. Sarah felt her whole body racing toward that precipice. A point higher than any she’d ever known. Cole’s pace quickened, his breathing hard as they headed toward that peak together. She planted both heels on the front grill, pushing up to meet his thrusts. She was so close to coming, closer than she’d been in months. This time she would do it. This time she’d make it over the edge and feel the rapture that had eluded her for too long.

Or would she fail? She shivered at the thought. Tried to will it away. But the doubt was there. Could she do it, was she even capable? Or would her body disappoint her as it had so many times before, leaving her pained and humiliated before this gorgeous stranger?

Sarah’s climax screeched to a halt. Cole’s motions still felt good, wonderful in fact, but the pressure that had been building deep within drained from her body.

Damn it! She’d gotten further this time and felt more than she had in a long, long while. But it still hadn’t been enough. Her hands balled into fists against the hood as she lay back on the car.

Cole’s movement slowed, then stopped. “Sarah?”

Shame gripped her. He was beautiful, talented, smart and she was a failure. She closed her eyes. The thought that he might discover her inadequacy… She couldn’t let him know. In a sad parody of her earlier excitement, she raised herself off the hood and wriggled against him. “Why are you stopping, Cole? That feels sooooo good.” That much was true. Even without the longed-for finale, his body felt glorious against hers, his cock hard and delicious inside her cunt.

“Sarah,” he said softly. This time it was not a question.

Tears welled up in her eyes at the sound of her name on his lips. The tenderness in his voice touched something deep inside. Something she was not ready to face. She shook her head, mortified by what he might think.

Cole stepped back, his cock sliding from her body. She jerked with surprise. Why had he stopped? Even if he realized that she wouldn’t come, why hadn’t he taken his pleasure? She was still willing even if she hadn’t been able.

Gently he gathered her against his chest. His body was strong and solid, his long, hard length trapped between them.

“Why did you stop?” Like with a toothache, she couldn’t stop poking at it no matter how painful.

“Shhh…” He kissed her hair. She tried to swallow but couldn’t get past the lump in her throat.

Cole stepped back and smoothed down her skirt. He removed and discarded the condom he’d worn. She looked down, unable to meet his eyes. Her gaze found the brass buckle with its crossed flags. A bitter laugh slipped past her lips. Some race. She’d stalled in sight of the finish line.

Rough knuckles grazed her hot cheek and a strong hand cupped her jaw. Cole tilted her chin up and brushed his lips over hers. His touch was whisper-soft and again Sarah felt the urge to cry.

His gaze roamed over her face. “Beautiful. Passionate, powerful. Amazing.”

Like a racecar. The comparison felt like mockery given her poor performance on the track. She shook her head. Her mind was a muddle of racing terms, every single one of them making her feel as broken down as her poor car.

She let Cole guide her back into the car, too miserable to protest. She sank into the seat and let her head loll back. Even without a climax her body felt heavy, her thoughts muddled. She managed a small smile of thanks when Cole refastened her seatbelt. In her current state there was no way she could manage the straps.

Cole slipped into the driver’s seat, revved the engine and headed around the track. His speed was a fraction of what it had been before, but still impressive. Hell, this car would feel sexy at a crawl. She shifted in the seat and felt the warm slide of her juices between her thighs. She’d been so turned on when Cole had peeled the thong down her legs. What had he done with it? Had he left it there on the ground, a sign of his latest conquest however unsatisfying? He could amass quite the collection of women’s panties at that track. Who could resist? She felt an uncomfortable pang at the thought of Cole taking other women to the track. At the track. Women who’d gone the distance, not broken down before they reached their goal.

They reached the gate and Cole hopped out of the car. With a self-pitying sigh Sarah admired his tight ass for a moment before the clearing was plunged into darkness. Moonlight shone through a gap in the trees and reflected off the car’s silver hood as Cole pulled out onto the road. Sarah stared out the passenger side window. Her teeth clenched to ward off the tears that threatened. What the hell was wrong with her? Even in the worst circumstances she was usually more stoic than this. “Stoneface” was what they called her in the office. Yet she’d done little but blush and cry all day. Maybe it was PMS.

The drive back was as smooth and swift as it had been on the way to the track, but Sarah was in no mood to enjoy it. They soon rounded the last curve and Cole’s house came into view. Earlier in the evening she’d been disappointed that he hadn’t invited her to spend the night in his bed. Now she was grateful to have a place to stay at all.

It was better that she’d be sleeping alone. She could lick her wounds in private.


Chapter Eight

Sarah was fiddling with her seatbelt before they even came to a stop. She seemed as eager to escape the car as a racer fleeing a burning wreck. Cole was curious about what was going through her head, but knew now wasn’t the time to ask. She looked shaken up as it was.

One minute she’d been with him and seemed to be enjoying herself. The next, she had stiffened up and was…gone. No longer with him in the moment. She’d tried to fake it, but it had been obvious that she wasn’t into it and that took the pleasure out of it for him. Sure, he still could have gotten off, but the thought of doing it like that left him cold.

He unbuckled his own belt slowly, giving her time to scramble out of the low car seat. As deeply ingrained as his Southern upbringing was, he resisted the urge to go open her door. She wouldn’t appreciate a helping hand right now.

Had it been a mistake to tell her to put her hands on the car? He thought she’d like having someone else in charge and she’d seemed to be into it at first. But when she wanted to turn around, he’d been cool with that. This woman made him so hot he’d take her any way he could.

If only she could relax. She’d been strung out since she’d received that phone call earlier today. No, truth be told, she’d seemed pretty wound up when they’d met by the side of the road. Heck, the only time she’d seemed to loosen up at all was when he was driving. He held back a sympathetic sigh. She’d said that her spa trip was for a medical reason. It wasn’t hard to imagine that bottled-up stress was the cause, and the scene back at the track was one of the symptoms. 

That bothered him and not only in the altruistic sense. Something about this woman had gotten under his skin. She had the intelligence and sophistication that had attracted him to Natalie with a gentler side his ex had lacked.

He waited until she was halfway up the path before he got out. The door was unlocked of course, and she disappeared through it. He found her in the middle of the living room, looking around as if she couldn’t figure out what she was doing there. He closed the door and she whirled to face him. Her shoulders straightened, a motion he’d seen her do before. It seemed to have the effect of putting on armor, shuttering the almost-fearful look he’d glimpsed on her face a moment ago.

What was she afraid of? Him?

She cleared her throat. “If you could point me toward the guest room…” She stopped, a look of realization coming over her face. “Damn it,” she said under her breath.

“What’s the matter, darlin’?”

She pointed over her shoulder toward the garage door. “My bags. They’re in the trunk of my car. Up on the lift.”

“Nah, they’re in the garage. I took them out before I put the car up.”

“Oh. Thanks.” She started to turn away, then looked back. “Then you knew the whole time that I wasn’t going to get out of here tonight.”

He felt a twinge of guilt. Yeah, he could have mentioned it sooner. But then she’d have hied off to some hotel hours ago instead of accompanying him to the track—or spending the night here.

“That was clear as soon as I saw your car.”

Her brow creased and she took a deep breath—to tell him off like he deserved?—but let it out again like a deflating balloon. Cole itched with the need to pull her against his chest, but knew he had to take it slow. Let her call the shots now.

“Well then, I’ll get my bags and be off to the guest room. I’m sure you have better things to do tonight than entertain me.” She blushed as she said this and Cole suppressed a grin. No, he certainly did not have better things to do.

“What’s the rush? Come.” He gestured at the sofa. “Have a seat. I don’t know about you but I’m starving. I can whip something up for us in a jiff.” He thought for a moment, then pointed a finger in the air. “I know just the thing—some of my sister’s fried chicken. I’ll bet you’ve never tasted better.” He headed for the kitchen before she could protest.

Sarah followed, shaking her head. “That’s really not necessary. I mean I’m not hungry.” Her stomach chimed in with a contradictory rumble and Cole gave her a pointed look.

“Okay, maybe I am a little bit hungry. But really, you don’t have to feed me.”

“Don’t have to?” Cole stepped toward her and gently clasped her upper arms. Her floral scent rose up to his nose, mixed with the familiar scents of the track. “Darlin’, I would feed any guest who stayed with me. That’s how I was raised. But you and me? We were as close as a man and woman could be without sharing the same skin and you didn’t even buy me dinner first.” He stepped back with a wink. “Surely it’s okay for us to have a bite to eat.”

There. Now it was out in the open. If she’d thought he was going to pretend they hadn’t been doing the nasty back there at the track, she had another thing coming. Hell, he was hoping they’d do it again.

Her jaw dropped and she took a step back. “Well, if you insist,” she said and fled into the living room.

Cole took a deep breath. Cars, he knew how to fix. Stressed-out women? A different challenge entirely.

According to his mama, good food could fix almost anything. Wine couldn’t hurt either. Cole retrieved some leftovers from the fridge. He piled a plate high with cold chicken, dumped some raw veggies into a bowl and tucked a bottle of wine under his arm. It wasn’t fancy but it would do. And man, was he starving. Driving took almost as much out of a man as sex and they’d done both.

Sarah stood in the middle of the room, her arms folded. Her ample breasts rested on her forearms and the vee of her sweater gaped a bit, revealing some mighty impressive cleavage. The hard-on he’d willed away stirred once more. She looked both vulnerable and sexy, making him want to tuck her into bed and tuck into her all at the same time. Instead he approached slowly, skirting the side of the coffee table farthest away from her. He put the food down and retrieved a pair of wineglasses. After pouring wine for both of them, he settled onto the sofa.

“Have a seat.” He patted the spot next to him. Without waiting for a response, he dove into the food, taking a drumstick and a sip of wine.

Sarah crept closer and reached for the chicken, proving that food was the universal lure. Cole would have loved to believe it was his own magnetism that had attracted her, but the wariness he’d sensed since the track was still there, lurking under her New York bravado. He was dying to know what was going on, to get under the hood of this woman and see what made her run, but he bided his time. After all, races weren’t won in the first lap.

She sat down on the couch a cushion-width away from him. Silence settled between them, disturbed only by the comforting sounds of chewing and soft sips.

After demolishing one piece of chicken, Sarah reached for a second. Cole smiled. It was nice to eat with a woman who actually enjoyed her food. Eventually she leaned back against the cushions. “Who’s that?” she asked, gesturing with a half-eaten drumstick at the framed picture by the door.

Cole turned toward the door. “Zach Wilder and me at the Brickyard three years ago. He’d just won his first race at that track.”

“Zach Wilder? You mean the guy in the underwear ads? The one who dates all those supermodels?”

His smile disappeared. “Yeah, that’s him.” Cole took a slow breath and reminded himself that Zach was a great guy and didn’t deserve to have his photo shredded into little pieces.

“It says that he couldn’t have done it without you,” she said around another sip of wine. “What did you do?”

So she’d read the inscription. “I made some changes to his engine, tweaked a few things. Nothing that big, but it bought him a few hundredths of a second. Races are won on less.”

“Really? That’s cool.” She put down the drumstick and looked around the room. “That’s him over here too, right?” She pointed at a photo near the mantle. “In the blue-and-yellow car.”

“Same car—well, same number and team but different sponsors. The red was a few years back. This,” he said and nodded toward the mantle, “is the color scheme he has now.”

She nodded, then sat up straight. “Wait, that’s the car in the garage.”

“Not the exact one but yes, it is one of the team’s cars. They have three.”

She nodded, then pointed back toward the door. “Who’s the woman in the other photo?”

Cole stiffened. Sarah seemed more interested in racing than Natalie had been but would that extend to women drivers?

“My sister,” he said, forcing his voice to be steady.

Sarah twisted around to look at him, incredulity on her face. “Your sister races cars?”

“Yes.”

“For a living?”

He nodded curtly. “And she’s damned good. She’s been working her way up and is running a few races at the national level this year.”

His tone was harsh. Hurt flared in Sarah’s eyes and she leaned away, raising her hands in a placating gesture. “I wasn’t criticizing, just asking. I didn’t know there were women who raced professionally.”

Cole’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. “There aren’t many. She’s had to work really hard to get where she is.”

She nodded slowly. “I bet. She must be pretty amazing.”

Cole heard the admiration in her voice and something in his chest thawed, a part of him that had flash-frozen when he’d seen the hurt in Carrie’s eyes. “She is. I’m really proud of her.”

Sarah nodded. “Of course. Who wouldn’t be?”

Who wouldn’t be?

Three simple words but they sent warmth through Cole, burning away the last shreds of his resistance to this woman. He shook his head in amazement.

Seemingly unaware of his epiphany, she gave him an assessing look. “So how about you? You ever race? You seem to like being in the driver’s seat.”

Cole bit back the smile that jumped to his lips, pretty sure her allusion to his earlier words was unintentional. “I’ve raced a bit. Started out with quarter midgets when I was a kid—they’re small open-wheeled cars that look like go-karts. Moved up to sprint cars when I turned eighteen. At the same time I started getting interested in how the cars were put together.” He shrugged. “Instead of continuing on the circuit, I decided to go to college to study engineering and ended up building engines instead of racing cars. But I still race for fun every now and then.”

“I can see why.” She settled back onto the cushions and started to tuck her feet under her, then stopped, seeming to realize that she was wearing boots. She crossed her ankles primly instead.

“Let me get those for you.” Cole scooted off the couch and onto his knees in front of her. Before she could protest—and he knew she would—he took one of her boots in his hands and started to tug it off. Off-balance, Sarah sank deeper into the cushions.

She struggled to sit up. “What are you doing?”

“Relax,” he said, pulling the boot off. “I’m trying to make you more comfortable.” He removed the second boot and returned to his seat on the couch. “Better?” She nodded. “Good, now turn around.”

With the look of suspicion that flashed across her face he might have asked her to strip and dance naked. The image of that nearly distracted him from his purpose. “You were headed to a spa, right?” She nodded. “Well, just ‘cause you’re not gonna get there tonight doesn’t mean that you can’t get a little relaxation. I’ve been told I’m pretty good with backrubs. By my mother,” he added when her eyes narrowed.

She gave him another assessing look and Cole felt a moment’s pity for anyone who came across that face in a courtroom. He held up his hands, trying as hard as he could to look harmless. Trustworthy. Whatever she needed him to be to feel safe and relax. It must have worked because she shrugged and turned, presenting her back to him. But she was still sitting on the other end of the couch.

“Maybe an orangutan could touch you way over there, darlin’, but for this to work you’re gonna have to get a whole lot closer.” Leaning forward, he slipped his hands under her arms and pulled her across the couch and onto his lap. She started squirming as soon as he set her down, sending a pulse of pure lust through Cole’s groin. Her thong was still in his pocket, which meant that her sweet spot was bare under that skirt… He bit down on a groan. They were basically in the same position they’d been in at the track, her ass nestled against his crotch.

So what went wrong? Things had seemed to be motoring along nicely back there until suddenly they weren’t. Cole hated to think that it was something he’d done. He was usually in sync with his lovers and enjoyed figuring out what would excite them the most. He’d thought she would enjoy a little mild dominance and submission—strong women often did. But not this one.

Cole turned his attention back to Sarah’s massage. At his urging, she leaned forward and braced her hands on his knees. Her motion arched her back, moving her warm valley right over his cock. It was a struggle not to press upward but he resisted. Relaxation first.

He spanned Sarah’s shoulders with his hands and got to work, pressing his thumbs into the sides of her neck. “Got some serious knots in here, darlin’. Something got you wound up?”

“Hmmm? Oh, you know. This and that.”

No, he didn’t know but he’d sure like to find out. “You worried about your car? ‘Cause there’s no need. I promise you that I’ll fix it and take care of you until I do.”

“Nah, not worried ‘bout that,” she said, her words a bit slurred. Was that the wine or was the massage working?

“A work thing then. Them New York City law offices can be real tough places, I hear.”

The muscles under his hands twitched. Jackpot. Not too surprising given her reaction to the call she’d received in his truck.

She didn’t reply. He was going to have to do a little digging.

“You didn’t seem too happy when the phone rang earlier.” He smoothed the muscles of her shoulders down with the heels of his hands as he spoke.

“It was our newest associate, Charles. He’s the son of one of my boss’s buddies. I’ve been assigned to mentor him.” Her fingers made air-quotes around the word mentor.

“Not part of your job description?”

She made a soft hmph. “For an associate at a law firm there’s nothing that’s not part of the job description. Don’t get me wrong. Normally I wouldn’t mind working with a newbie, but the bastard doesn’t actually do anything. We get the assignments but I end up doing all the work. Which is just as well because the jerk is totally incompetent.” She shook her head, disgust thick in her voice. “I don’t know how he even passed the bar.”

“Why would the firm take on someone who’s not qualified? I mean even if he is the son of a friend, wouldn’t they be worried about their reputation?”

“You’d think so, right? I think my boss owes this guy’s father a favor. Maybe it’s about money. Anyway it’s been made very clear that no one cares how the work gets done, only that it’s done right. Of course, since there’s supposed to be two of us that means that I get twice the work with no additional help.”

Things were becoming clearer. “Aw, darlin’, that sucks.”

“Yeah, it does,” she said, but some of the vehemence had left her voice.

He worked on the muscles of her upper spine for a few moments. “It’d be nice to be able to unload some of that burden, wouldn’t it?” he asked softly. “To not have to be the one in charge all the time?”

“Would it ever.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “It’s been like this for months. It’s…it’s really starting to take a toll on me, you know?”

“Yeah, darlin’, I know.” Cole rubbed his hands all over her back, sweeping up and down before coming to rest on the upper curve of her behind. It was a delicious ass but Cole’s mind wasn’t only on sex. Sarah needed more than a good lay—she needed someone she could lean on. Someone who would support her while she shouldered the load that had been dumped on her. For the time that they were together, Cole wanted to be that person.

 

Relaxing warmth flowed through Sarah’s body and she fought back a moan. The feeling of Cole’s thumbs digging into the tight muscles of her back was almost as delightful as the pressure of his erection under her ass.

How had they ended up in this position anyway? When she’d bolted from the car, she’d wanted nothing more than to hide in his guest room until it was time to leave. Now the twin pleasures of his hands and his cock were almost enough to make her forget her earlier humiliation, to beg him to pick up where they’d left off at the track. Before everything had gone to hell.

What happened? Although she’d feared that her body would let her down, she wasn’t sure how it had come to pass. She’d been enjoying sex with Cole, really loving it. The way he’d pulled her from the car as if he couldn’t wait another second to kiss her. The heat in his eyes, the feel of his hand on her thigh. And when he’d turned her around and told her to brace herself… A shock of lust licked her core at the memory and she shivered. Had any man ever made her feel hotter? It was almost enough to make her want to go at it again.

Almost but not quite. She’d had quite enough humiliation for one night. He was being pretty awesome about it and for that she was grateful. He hadn’t even taken his own pleasure. That was odd. None of her other lovers had stopped when she failed to reach orgasm. She hadn’t even bothered to fake it with them. So why had she tried tonight?

Because she cared about what Cole thought of her.

That realization was so disturbing that it made her sit up in surprise. This guy was practically a stranger, why did she care about his opinion? After tomorrow she’d probably never see him again.

“Something wrong, darlin’?”

His voice was so tender that she wanted to melt back against his chest and stay there all night. And the way he kept calling her darlin’? It warmed her up from the inside out—

Whoa. This guy was a stranger. A gorgeous stranger with the hands of an angel and the body of a god, but a stranger nonetheless. There was no room for tenderness in a one-night stand, even one that included bone-melting back massages. She shook her head to clear it. “No, everything’s fine.”

Cole resumed the massage. His hands wrapped around her ribs as his thumbs pressed into the muscles on either side of her spine. His fingers brushed the underside of her breasts and her nipples tightened to painful peaks. Oh, yes. When Cole groaned and his cock twitched beneath her, she realized that she’d said it aloud.

“Glad you’re enjoying it.” His lips brushed the skin behind her ear. His chest was inches away and this time she didn’t fight the urge to lean back. When his arms wrapped around her torso and he sat back, she settled into the circle of his arms. A stranger’s arms but warm and comforting nonetheless. Her head fell against Cole’s shoulder. His hands slid up over her breasts and they swelled at his touch. Desire crept through her veins.

And fear. She stiffened.

“There are no expectations here,” he said as if he’d read her mind. “Just two people cuddling and relaxing together. Enjoying each other’s company.”

Cuddling. Relaxing. That she could handle. And she was enjoying him all right. His magical hands and firm muscles. His hard, hot cock under her ass—

Cole sat up, bringing them both upright. “I know, how about a nice hot shower? Wash the tension right out of those muscles.”

Mmmm, shower. Naked. Wet. Hot.

With his hands on her hips, he brought her to her feet, then got up himself. When he turned to her, his blue eyes were warm with desire and something else she couldn’t name.

He held out a hand. “Come.”


Chapter Nine

The long hallway at the top of the stairs had a wooden floor covered by a long, dark red runner. Sarah caught glimpses of a guest room and what looked like an office before they arrived at a bedroom the size of her Manhattan apartment. She got an answer to her earlier question—his bed was king-sized with cream-and-crimson sheets and a headboard of twisted wrought-iron bars. Dark wood furniture was scattered about the room—a dresser, twin end tables and an armchair.

A door to the left led to the master bathroom. Cole flicked a switch and the light came on, accompanied by the soft whir of a fan. Wood-framed mirrors reflected ivory tile and green accents. Two sinks sat side-by-side on the marble-topped vanity. A low glass shelf held a man’s shaving kit. The spicy scent of his cologne hung in the air.

A glassed-in shower stall that could have swallowed Sarah’s whole bathroom stood across from the sinks. Beyond it, shallow steps led to a tiled area with a sunken Jacuzzi large enough for four.

Like an out-of-body experience, Sarah watched in the mirror as Cole led her to the vanity and leaned her against it. He tugged the hem of her sweater. “Time for a shower.” Raising her arms, she allowed him to pull it over her head. He was undressing her like a child, but there was nothing paternal about the look in his eyes. His gaze devoured her. A slow burn ignited in her belly and she licked her lips.

Cole trailed two fingers down the side of her neck and into the valley of her breasts. With an expert flick of the front clasp, her bra joined the sweater on the bathmat. Her nipples beaded as Cole stared and a drop of moisture slid from Sarah’s pussy onto her inner thigh. He unzipped her skirt and let it sink to the floor. He was still dressed while Sarah stood before him wearing nothing but thigh-highs. His gaze, hungry and possessive, roamed over her skin, leaving pricks of desire in its wake.

“Darlin’, you are beautiful.” He stepped back, crouched down a bit and leaned against the shower, gesturing for her to raise her foot. With a smile she did so, placing her instep against the bulge in his jeans. She wriggled her toes against his erection and he shuddered, squeezing his eyes shut.

“Keep doing that and we’ll never get wet.” His voice was rough.

“Speak for yourself.”

Laughing, he grasped her ankle and moved her foot to the top of his thigh, then started inching his hands up her leg. His touch was light, this side of a tickle. She bit her lip against the shivery sensations that raced beneath her skin.

There was a reason she was obsessed with the man’s hands. They could work magic.

Lost in the spell he wove, Sarah leaned back against the counter. The position exposed her damp pussy to the air. As Cole’s gaze zeroed in on the wet pink folds between her thighs, she angled her leg out to give him a better view. His nostrils flared and her inner muscle clenched in response. Her lower lips throbbed. Her clit ached for his touch. The shower could wait.

Cole took a deep shuddering breath. He took one more glance at her parted thighs, then pointedly looked away, rolling her stocking down her leg. He gestured for her to raise the other leg but dodged her foot this time when she went to repeat her earlier move.

His eyes looked into hers, hot with desire. “You are a vixen. A golden-haired temptress.”

A vixen? Temptress? She smiled. No man had made her want to be those things more than Cole Cassidy.

But could she? A flicker of doubt came out of nowhere, but she pushed it firmly away. She would not ruin this moment with fear and what ifs. What had Cole said earlier—no expectations? That was the key. She would be here now and not worry about where it was going to lead.

Just two people enjoying each other’s company. Relaxing. She could do that.

Cole pulled the shower door open. Cream tiles covered the walls to the ceiling. Twin showerheads protruded from opposite ends. A hand-held shower massager with a long hose was clipped to the wall.

Cole fiddled with the faucets and showerheads until steam billowed from the stall and the twin streams converged into a dense cascade in the middle. The shower spray hit his shoulder, plastering one side of his shirt to his body. The wet fabric clung to his chest, outlining his biceps and pecs. The slightly puckered tip of a nipple was visible through the transparent cloth. She wanted to peel away the thin barrier, to lick the small male peak to see if it would bring him the pleasure that his tongue could give her. Her nipples tingled at the thought.

Cole pulled the wet T-shirt over his head. Small dark curls dusted his chest, joining the hairs on his belly and continuing southward. Her gaze followed that dark arrow, skipping over his belt buckle to the bulge in the front of his jeans.

The buckle made a soft ping as he opened it. Next came the button and zipper of his fly. Sarah’s mouth went dry with anticipation. This part of him she’d caught a glimpse of at the track, but everything had happened so quickly and they’d been too close for her to get a good look. Under the bright bathroom lights she wouldn’t miss a thing.

Cole hooked his thumbs into his boxers and jeans and pulled both down over his hips, revealing the most beautiful erection she’d ever seen. It was straight as an arrow with a thick, round head and pale blue veins that crisscrossed beneath his silky-smooth skin. Her eyes widened at its impressive girth, surprised even though she’d felt it inside her at the track. Without thinking, she reached for him, wanting to feel that warm, hard length in her palm. He laughed and stepped aside.

“Patience, darlin’.”

She dropped her arm with a growl of frustration.

With a hand at the small of her back, Cole urged her under the spray, then followed, closing the door behind him. The water sluiced over his shoulders and down his chest, dripping into the nest of dark curls that surrounded his cock. Sarah couldn’t take her eyes off it. Again she reached for him. Again he stepped out of range. “Patience.”

Resigned, Sarah stepped back, allowing the spray to caress her skin. Cole turned to reach for something on a built-in shelf and she again took the opportunity to admire his finely muscled butt. She loved a man with a nice ass, the kind you could really hold on to. This one was definitely grab-worthy. She got in a quick squeeze before he spun around and nudged her back a step.

Ahhhh. She was in the middle of the shower, the exact spot where the two sprays met. She closed her eyes and let her arms become heavy at her sides, as the healing warmth drew tension from her muscles like poison from a snakebite.

A squirt from a bottle, a whiff of something herbal and Cole was behind her, his hands on her head. The pads of his fingers massaged her scalp as he lathered shampoo into her hair. Faint prickling sensations radiated across her skull as dozens of tiny muscles relaxed. Those magic hands slid down her neck and back, washing her body with the shampoo’s suds. When was the last time someone had taken such good care of her? Sarah’s muscles turned to jelly. Any minute now she would melt into a puddle right there on the shower floor.

Slippery fingers drew circles on her lower back and swept down over the cheeks of her ass. Two soapy thumbs slid along the crack of her behind, grazing the sensitive pucker within. Her eyes flew open and she gasped at the jolt of pleasure that shot through her.

With a murmur of male satisfaction, Cole slid his hands around her hips to her belly and pulled her against him. The ridge of his erection rested between the globes of her ass. Sarah pressed back. His cock jerked. She could feel it throb against her buttock muscles.

Cole reached for a bar of soap. He wrapped his arms around her and lathered the soap into suds in front of her belly. His put the soap down and his hands bumped against her breasts, which grew heavy with desire.

Sarah caught a glimpse of movement through the glass of the shower stall. It was their smudged reflections, her body framed by Cole’s arms. She reached back, wrapping her hands around the backs of Cole’s thighs. Condensation ran down the mirror. She watched as Cole’s hands came up to cup her breasts. She arched forward, pressing her swollen mounds into his palms. When his thumbs brushed her nipples, they tingled as much from his touch as the thrill of watching him touch her. She shivered. Could her nipples get any harder? Her pussy wetter? This man took her to heights she’d never even imagined.

His lips nuzzled her ear. “Whatcha looking at, darlin’?” Sarah knew the moment he discovered what had captured her gaze—his hold on her breasts tightened and his breath hitched.

“You like watching me touch you?” His voice was hoarse with desire.

She bit her lip, nodding, suddenly shy. With a push of his foot against the glass, the shower door swung open. Water sprayed onto the mat, but Cole didn’t seem to care. His gaze was focused on the reflection of their intertwined forms.

Sarah watched as one hand left her breast to trail down her abdomen. Fire followed in its wake, hot licks of pleasure that blazed through her body. When his hand reached her mound her hips pressed forward involuntarily. With a sexy smile, his hand slipped between her thighs and her lower lips convulsed as his pinky brushed across them. Cole bent his knee and propped his foot on the wall behind them. With a gentle tug he pulled her leg back, hooking her thigh over his, spreading her legs wide. Nothing was hidden from view. Not her lips, which were red and swollen with need, nor her dark opening, which ached to be filled.

“So pretty,” he said as his fingers moved closer to her slit. “So swollen, wet and pink.”

She was wet all right and not only from the shower. “Touch me,” she said when his hands stopped short of the hard nub of flesh that demanded his attention. “Please.”

He laughed softly against her ear. “How could I deny you when you ask so nicely?” His fingers grazed her clit and Sarah’s hips bucked from the sudden zap of pleasure.

“Like that, do you?”

Oh God, yes.

Cole played two fingers over her swollen bud while his other hand kneaded her breast. A sizzling current of heat flowed from her nipples to her clit and back again, a tight circuit of pleasure. Her head tilted back against his shoulder, but her gaze never left the mirror. His never left her face.

A delicious tension started to build in Sara’s womb. She writhed against him, wanting more. She pressed into his cock, wanting to feel him once again between her thighs. God, how she wanted the sweet release that kept evading her.

It had been so long… On the other hand, no man had ever turned her on like Cole did. Certainly no man had tried to pleasure her like this. Could she do it?

“Relax,” Cole whispered, once again seeming to read her thoughts. More likely her body, which had tensed up. “You’re in good hands.”

Yes, those hands were the best. She willed herself to relax.

The hand on her breast reached for the shower massager. A flick of his thumb brought the jets to life. With his other hand Cole spread her labia. She felt a deep pull in her belly. Her breath caught in her throat. Was he really going to do what she thought he was going to do?

“Hold on,” he whispered, and she dug her fingers into his rock-hard quads. He swept the massager slowly over her hip. The water pulsed through her pubic hair and one of the streams hit her exposed clit. Even at that oblique angle the force of it on her super-sensitive flesh shot pleasure into her, zinging to the very ends of her fingers and toes. She cried out, arching into the spray. The movement brought the massager closer to her clit and the water hit the swollen bud full on. It was too much, too intense, too amazing. She tried to evade it, pressing back into Cole’s hard cock.

He groaned and his hand left her lips and snaked around her waist. He planted his feet on the floor and ground against her. The water streamed over them, his cock slid smoothly along the cleft of her ass and lower back. Flexing his hips, he pulled back, then thrust again, stroking his erection into the slick space between their bodies. His balls slapped against her wet skin.

She was trapped between the spray’s onslaught and Cole’s hips. Sensations buffeted her body, radiating from her pussy, sweeping up and down her spine. The orgasm that had been building slowly rose up, swamping under a wash of pleasure as she shot over the edge.

“Yes, yes. Oh God, yes!” Cole’s arm tightened around her as her knees buckled. A joyful cry drowned out the sound of the massager. It took Sarah a moment to recognize it as her own voice. Cole’s shout joined her chorus as he climaxed behind her. His hot come spurted onto her back.

Slowly, the ripples subsided. Cole brought his other arm around her, holding her against his chest. Her body felt heavy, but joy bubbled inside her like champagne. Her first climax in months. She wasn’t broken. Tears welled up in her eyes as a smile spread across her face. This time she didn’t try to hide from his gaze. “Thank you,” she said, looking at him in the mirror. “Thank you.”

“I thought you were beautiful the moment I laid eyes on you, darlin’, but when you smile it’s like the sun coming out from behind the clouds.” He kissed the top of her head. “Thank you.”

“Anytime.” She laughed. “Anytime.”

“I’m gonna hold you to that.”

What did that mean? Sarah’s gaze went to his face, but he’d turned to adjust the water.

After rinsing her back with the massager’s spray, he tucked it back into its clip on the wall. The memory of his hot release on her back made an orgasmic aftershock run through her body. The things he made her feel…

He turned off the shower and slipped out of the stall. A moment later he returned with dark green fluffy towels. He held her elbow as she stepped from the shower. “Careful. The floor is a bit slippery.” The floor was drenched, but Cole directed her around the worst spots. He folded her into a large, soft towel, then draped another around his hips. Sated and wrapped snug and secure as a present, Sarah allowed herself to be half-walked, half-carried out of the bathroom and over to the bed. Kneeling at her feet, he dried her ankles, calves, rubbing the fluffy terry over her thighs and gently between. He even tousled her hair to get the water out.

Wordlessly, he pulled back the covers and urged her under them. When he collapsed next to her, the bed bounced under his weight. For some reason that made her giggle. He answered with a chuckle of his own. He slipped an arm around her waist and she nestled into the warm pocket of his body. It felt right to be there, in his arms and his bed and it certainly beat his guest room. She didn’t care if Jimmie or Junior had slept there. She wanted to be where Cole slept.

A long, deep exhale relaxed her down to her toes. Cole’s arm tightened in a brief hug and his lips pressed against her ear. “Good night, darlin’” were the last words she heard before she drifted off to sleep.

 

 

Warm sheets and a spicy male scent caressed Sarah’s senses as she floated toward consciousness. Next was the feeling of deep relaxation that flowed through her muscles. She felt good.

Last night had not been a dream. It had been something out of a fantasy all right, but not even her sex-starved imagination could have conjured up a man like Cole Cassidy. A small-town engineer with the body of a god, the hands of an artist and a cock like a freaking stallion.

Her body tingled with remembered pleasure. He had made her come. After so many let downs she’d had an orgasm. There was hope for her yet. She didn’t know exactly what had healed her, but a little more one-on-one therapy could only help to reinforce the cure. She turned over—and opened her eyes to an empty bed.

Disappointment shot through her. She was no stranger to slipping out of a lover’s bed after a night of sex, and getting going before the awkward morning-after bit. But it had always been someone else’s bed she’d left, not someone’s bed she’d been left in. Oh well, he couldn’t have gone far.

From the glow of sunlight peeking around the edges of the curtain, it was later than she usually slept. The digital clock on the end table said 9:00. What a luxury. On a normal day, she’d have already been in the office for hours. She sat up with a yawn and a satisfying stretch, feeling twinges in muscles she never knew she had.

She looked around. Her bag was still in the garage and yesterday’s clothes were nowhere to be seen so she’d have to borrow something of Cole’s. The thought of it made her feel warm inside.

Where to find something? The dresser probably held T-shirts and boxer shorts, so she hopped off the bed and headed for the double closet that covered one wall. She slid aside one of the doors and found a row of hanging plaid shirts and work pants. Work boots, cowboy boots and comfortable slip-on shoes lay in a jumble below them.

She tugged a blue-and-green plaid shirt off its hanger and slipped her arms into the sleeves. She fastened a couple of buttons to hold it closed and rolled the cuffs up past her elbows. The fabric smelled like laundry detergent but still held a hint of Cole’s spicy cologne mixed with wood smoke and engine grease. It was the most masculine combination she’d ever inhaled.

She was closing the closet when she spotted a shoebox in the shadows on the other side of the closet. She looked closer—was that a Dolce and Gabbana logo?

She opened the other side of the closet and froze.

The space before her could have come from a window display at Barneys New York. Crisp button-down shirts of various pale hues hung next to a rack full of dark suits. A shoe rack on the floor held polished dress and casual shoes, every one of them bearing a designer name. Kenneth Cole. Ralph Lauren. Hugo Boss. She pulled a navy blue tie off a hanger and glanced at the label. Armani.

What the hell?

She’d expect to find clothes like this in Trent’s or Manny’s wardrobes, not Cole’s. When would he wear stuff like this? Where? She ran a finger along the lapel of a charcoal Armani suit. She’d only seen him in jeans and flannel. Would he clean up nicely? Probably. Too bad she’d never get to see it herself.

Brushing aside an odd prick of regret, she turned toward the sound of footsteps in the hall. The bedroom door opened and the smell of coffee wafted into the room. Cole appeared in the doorway and her mouth went dry. He wore only a pair of drawstring pants that hung low on his hips, revealing a deep vee of muscle that dipped below his waistband. Damn, the man would look good in anything—or nothing. Sarah felt a tug in her belly, the urge to grasp those muscles and to trace their contours down…

 

“Mornin’, darlin’. I come bearing gifts.”

Cole stepped into the room carefully balancing the tray he carried. Although he was sure she drank coffee—he’d never met a New Yorker who didn’t—he wasn’t sure how she took it so he’d brought a bit of everything.

When he caught sight of Sarah standing by the closet he stumbled, almost dropping the tray. He’d expected her to still be in bed but she’d gotten up and found herself something to wear. His favorite plaid shirt. It draped over her breasts and grazed her hips, landing mid-thigh. His gaze drifted down to where her fingers tugged on the hem against her leg. His cock twitched.

With a smile he looked up at her face but in place of the desire he’d hoped to see, there was a kind of embarrassed guilt. Only then did he notice the open closet door and the tie dangling from her hand. His smile disappeared.

“Gone exploring, I see.”

“I was looking for something to wear.”

“You were planning to wear a tie?”

She looked down at the blue tie, seeming surprised, as if she’d forgotten it was there. “No. I was just—”

“Checking out the merchandise?” His hand shook. He put the coffee tray on the dresser.

She shrugged. “Women like to snoop. We like clothes.” She smiled. “Especially designer clothes.”

He took a deep breath. “I hardly wear them.”

“Pity. I bet you look fine in those suits.” She smiled.

It was a compliment but he had too much experience with that kind of flattery to be pleased. “They’re from a past life—one I’ve left behind.” He moved to close the closet, but she stepped in his way, clearly unwilling to let the subject drop.

“But you still have the clothes.”

His jaw tightened. “Why are you so interested in my clothes?”

“Why are you so defensive about them?”

Somewhere in the back of his mind he asked the same question but brushed it aside before an answer could arise. “I don’t need them anymore. I don’t need any of that.” He waved a hand, encompassing the closet, clothes and everything else he’d put behind him. “I’m perfectly happy with the life I have here.” 

“Really?”

A fist of disappointment hit him in the gut. He’d thought that Sarah was enjoying her time in Rapture but evidently the trappings of wealth and status turned her on more than racing down the track or waking up next to a country boy. It was Natalie all over again, but he was done with that lifestyle and no city girl was going to drag him back to it.

No matter how sexy she looked in his shirt.

She tilted her head as if studying him. “Something doesn’t add up here, Cole Cassidy—”

“And it’s your business, how?”

Sarah sucked in a breath and her eyes widened. She stood for a moment with her mouth open, then closed it and shook her head.

“It’s none of my business. In fact, I have no business being here at all, so if you would just point me to my suitcase I’ll put on my fancy clothes—” she made quotes around the word, “—and get the hell out of your face.”

She turned away but not before Cole saw the sudden sheen on her lashes.

He ran a hand over his eyes. What was he saying? He’d made love to this woman, woken up next to her and now he was treating her like the enemy because of what another woman had done wrong? He had to stop blaming her for Natalie’s—for his—mistakes.

“Sarah, wait.” He put a hand on her shoulder. She shrugged it off. Looking down, she seemed to discover the tie again and tossed it over a chair.

“I’m sorry. This isn’t about you. You just touched a nerve, and I overreacted.”

She shook her head, still looking away from him. “Look, you don’t have to tell me anything—”

“I want to tell you.”

Slowly she turned to him and gave a go on look but didn’t move any closer.

He took a deep breath and looked at the ceiling. “For years the annual stock car racing awards ceremonies were held in New York City. I went for the speeches and parties at first, but found myself spending more and more time there. Eventually I got caught up in the whole moneyed lifestyle. Even got an apartment.”

“Where?”

“The Meatpacking District. A two-bedroom co-op.” He waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter.”

She nodded. “So you lived in Manhattan in an apartment I would kill for. Met a woman?”

He nodded. “Natalie. We dated for a while. Things got serious.”

“How serious?”

“I bought a ring.”

Sarah’s brows rose. Yeah, that kind of serious.

“I brought her home to show her where I came from. It was a disaster. She couldn’t relate to Rapture.” He snorted at the understatement. “Hated it really. Too small. Too backwards. In the end she wanted nothing to do with this part of my life.”

Sarah gestured at the closet with sympathy in her eyes. “She wanted the sophisticated side of you but not the hick.”

He nodded. “I broke it off. Let go of the apartment and haven’t been back.”

“Not even for the awards?”

“They’ve moved the ceremonies to Las Vegas.”

“Hate New York that much, eh?”

He shook his head. “No, I love it—that’s the problem.” He saw her confusion and continued. Now that they’d come this far he wanted her to understand.

“Natalie rejected my roots, but the truth was that I’d done the same thing. I dove into the hip city lifestyle and left behind everything that made me what I am.”

Sarah shrugged. “So you went to a bit of an extreme. Happens sometimes. But it sounds like you’ve now swung the other way. Why? I mean small towns are great—people help each other out, no one locks their doors—but why does it have to be one or the other?”

Cole was speechless. Had Sarah just said, “small towns are great”? Not in a million years could he imagine those words coming from Natalie’s lips. If he’d needed any more proof that Sarah was different, he had it now.

She continued. “I mean, why choose? New York is only a six-hour drive from here and Washington, D.C. even less than that. You don’t have to live on Park Avenue to enjoy city life once in a while. Live in the country and visit the city when you want to.” She gave him a shy smile. “Even city girls appreciate a little country now and then.”

Would she? He’d love the chance to show her around. Dressed as she was in his shirt he had no trouble imagining her at Morrissey’s in town. He could take her there to have a beer with the guys. A real beer, not that light crap she claimed to like—

Whoa. He was getting ahead of himself. Just because she lacked Natalie’s snobbery didn’t mean Sarah was ready to make Rapture a long-term destination.

But he couldn’t get the thought out of his head.

 

Cole nodded. He seemed to come to some sort of a conclusion. “You’re right. Maybe I can have both.”

She smiled and turned toward the bed. Cole’s hand landed on her arm. She looked up at his face.

“Can we start over?”

He looked sheepish and apologetic. Sarah couldn’t hold back a smile. “Yes. Let’s.”

Cole pulled her into his arms and brought her head to his chest. His lips kissed her hair. His actions were far more intimate than the passionate kiss she’d been expecting and tightness grew in her chest that had nothing to do with the strength of Cole’s arms around her. Unsettled, she pulled back.

She didn’t get far. Cole kept his arms around her and looked down. 

“Sarah, I’m sorry—”

She held up a hand. “It’s over and forgotten. Now how about that coffee?” He let her go and she sat on the bed, pulling her legs up to make room for him.

He retrieved the tray from the dresser. Sarah felt as if an age had passed since he’d come through the door, but steam still rose from the mugs. He set the tray on the mattress and settled next to it. She took a deep breath and the rich, bitter aroma filled her nostrils. Mmmm.

“Mmmm,” Cole echoed but when she looked up his gaze wasn’t on the coffee—it swept her from head to toe. “You look downright edible in my shirt.”

The heat in his eyes did funny things to her insides. Before she could pinpoint exactly what, he leaned across the tray. A brush of his coffee-flavored lips over hers sent a buzz along her nerves stronger than mere caffeine.

She nipped his lower lip. “Does that come with cream and sugar?”

Heat flared in his eyes. “Whipped cream, but only if you ask nicely.”

He brushed a curl of hair off her cheek, pausing to rub his thumb over her lower lip. She sucked it into her mouth. His gaze locked on hers as he shifted on the bed—and the milk sloshed onto the tray.

“Whoa!” He sat back and steadied the glass. Picking up a mug, he raised a brow in question. “Coffee first? Or…after?”

Wait to have him? How could she when he looked so delicious? On the other hand, he’d brought coffee and she’d already waited longer than usual for her first cup. Even sex would be better after caffeine…

She hesitated too long. “Oh man, I’ve been thrown over for a cup of coffee!” he said in mock horror. “I might never recover.”

Sarah laughed with him, enjoying the ease with which he could make her smile. “Oh, I think I can make it up to you.” She reached for the cup.

“Promise?” He relinquished the coffee only after she nodded.

What might that promise entail? What would she want it to mean? She pondered the questions as she fixed her coffee. To her surprise the glass didn’t hold milk but real cream. It was a far cry from her usual two percent, but she wasn’t complaining—some occasions called for indulgence. Eyeing the six-foot-plus hunk of beautiful man before her, she knew that this was one of them.

Cole took the glass and stood up with the tray. Sarah watched him move across the room to place it on the dresser. He moved like a cat, all muscle and grace. She wanted to stroke him.

What would it take to make him purr? Her belly tightened at the thought.

Cole stepped into the bathroom, robbing Sarah of the beautiful view. With that stimulant gone, she turned her attention back to the one in her hand. She brought the cup to her nose and breathed in a curl of richly scented steam before taking that first sip. Mmmm. She closed her eyes to savor the taste. Warmth flowed into her stomach, bringing with it a feeling of contentment that she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

An amazing orgasm last night and coffee in bed the morning after. This was better than any spa she’d ever been to.

She opened her eyes. The spa. She was supposed to be heading there today. The thought of staying in Rapture a little longer entered her mind, but she dismissed it immediately. Although she felt closer to him now that they’d cleared the air about his past, a one-night stand was just that and they’d already had theirs. Besides, Cole had said “no expectations”, which meant that she should think about when she was going to leave and alert the spa to her arrival time.

Cole came back into the room. “You’re expecting the part today, right?” she asked. He nodded. “I’m just wondering so I can let the folks at the spa know when to expect me.”

“Leaving so soon?”

Sarah’s brow furrowed. His words sounded less like a question than a…challenge. As in do you really think you’re leaving so soon?

Or was that wishful thinking on her part? She wanted to stay. But more than that, she wanted him to want her to stay. To insist on it. Demand it. To not allow her to leave his beloved hometown.

How pathetic was that?


Chapter Ten

Cole tried and failed to keep the edge out of his voice. He’d known that Sarah planned to leave today—she had a reservation at the spa. It was selfish for him to want her to stick around.

So why did her words make him want to tie her to the bed to keep her here? Maybe he should have lied about the car…

A touch of wariness entered her voice. “You said the part would be in sometime today…”

“It will, as promised.” He stepped closer to the bed. “But then I still have to fix your car. Without that you’re stuck here, aren’t you?”

She nodded, eyes widening. He heard her breath catch. The possessiveness she aroused was almost as surprising to him as it seemed to be to her. But seeing her tongue dart out to moisten her lips, he suspected that he wasn’t the only one who found it exciting.

His cock hardened as he took another step. His voice dropped to a rumble. “I could leave your little car up on the lift in my garage. Then where would you be?”

The cup in Sarah’s hand shook and she put it on the bedside table. “Right here.”

The huskiness in her voice made his balls tighten. Another step. She shifted back. “Where?”

“Here.” The word was barely a whisper. “In your bed.”

“That’s right. Until I fix your getaway vehicle, you’re my captive.” He added a smile at the end to let her know that he was joking.

Wasn’t he?

“What are you going to do—tie me up?” Her voice was light but cracked on those last words, and a flush stained her chest and neck. Interesting.

Now that they’d really cleared the air he wanted to keep her in town for more than sex, but that wasn’t a bad place to start.

“Now there’s an idea.” He prowled closer. “Maybe I will.”

Her legs were bent, her body poised to flee. Her nostrils flared like prey scenting danger. Smart woman—he was feeling dangerous. The kind of dangerous that would lead to cries of pleasure and pleas for more. Lust spiked through his veins.

“Ever let a man do that to you, Sarah?” he asked, although he was pretty sure he knew the answer. “Tie you up? Your body at his mercy? Your pleasure his responsibility?” It was a burden he would willingly embrace.

Her pupils were so large that her brown eyes appeared black. Grasping her bottom lip between her teeth, she shook her head.

“Never? What a shame. I bet you’d love it.”

She started to shake her head, then stopped. Now they were getting somewhere. “I think you’d be surprised, darlin’. Quite surprised.”

She tried to retreat again but was hampered by the sheets, which tangled about her legs. Cole stalked after her, one knee on the mattress, then the other. His movements were slow and deliberate, giving her a chance to stop him; this game was fun only if two wanted to play.

She must have read the question in his eyes, for even as she scooted back, she nodded. Desire danced in her eyes, stoking the flames that threatened to consume him.

But it was the trust in her gaze that did him in.

Her strength appealed to him. Her vulnerability made him want to take care of her. It was more than good Southern manners—it was passion and lust and something else he couldn’t begin to name. Something that made him want to claim this woman in the most basic, primitive way possible—and they’d only met yesterday.

He needed her. Beneath him, her legs wide, her moans filling his ears as his cock filled her body. With a growl of pure masculine desire, he closed the distance between them. He leaned forward into her space, so close that she fell back onto the mattress. His arms bracketed her torso as he hovered over her.

“Sarah.” Her name was a benediction, a prayer to a smart, sexy city-girl goddess who had enslaved him in one night. “I want you.” His voice trembled when her hands came up to rest lightly on his arms. This woman did things to him.

Shifting onto one elbow, Cole slid a hand to the hem of the shirt Sarah wore. “You look mighty fine in my shirt, darlin’, but it’s got to come off.” Again no words but her eager nod made his fingers clumsy. After a moment of fumbling, he gave a sharp tug, sending buttons flying. She gasped.

The shirt could be replaced.

He peeled the fabric away from her gorgeous breasts. Her rosy nipples were puckered and taut atop full mounds that shimmied with each rapid breath. Both looked so delicious he almost couldn’t decide between them. But need outweighed indecision—he lowered his mouth to the right one. With his gaze locked on hers, he took the erect nipple in his mouth and sucked. Hard.

Sarah arched into him with a cry, fisting her hands in his hair. Her grip was so tight it hurt but Cole welcomed the pain, the fierceness of her desire. He smiled against her skin. Bring it on.

 

Sarah knew she was pulling Cole’s hair too hard, but she needed something to hold on to. The pleasure radiating through her body was making her light-headed and without something to ground her she was afraid she’d float away. Or explode. Hence the death-grip on his scalp.

On the other hand, she desperately wanted to touch him. To explore any and every bit of Cole she could reach. Her fingers wandered over the smooth skin of his neck and shoulders, the lightly furred planes of his chest. When she found his small, taut nipples she couldn’t resist a pinch. He rewarded her with a shudder and groan. Before she could do anything else Cole reached for her hands. He tugged on the cuffs of his shirt. Realizing what he was trying to do, she raised her arms over her head so he could take the shirt off. It was time to get down to the serious business of being naked.

He pulled the soft material over her arms and hands. But before she could resume her exploration of his body, he caught her wrists in one large hand. He pinned them to the mattress. The tips of her fingers touched the cool wrought-iron bars. His other hand stroked down her body, over her neck and shoulders. His mouth followed, kissing where his fingers touched.

He’d spoken of holding her captive and tying her up. Was he serious?

The thought made her nervous—and damned hot at the same time. She had never ever wanted to submit to a man like this, although more than a few had asked. So why was this man making her reconsider?

All questions flew from her head as Cole captured her breast with his mouth. He rolled one nipple, then the other with his tongue, lightly scoring the skin with his teeth. At the same time his free hand traveled down her belly and slipped between her thighs. Without a pause he parted her lower lips and brushed her clit.

She was still reacting to the jolt that touch had sent through her when his fingers dove for her wet channel. One finger slipped in, then two. Sarah pressed up, pushing herself against his hand. His fingers thrust into her as his mouth came up to claim hers. “I need to feel you here, darlin’,” he said against her lips and Sarah nodded. She needed that too—badly.

Cole rolled onto her and she spread her thighs to accommodate him, eager to feel his hardness against her aching clit. She closed her eyes and arched into him. He still held her wrists—the bondage added to her excitement.

He leaned over to get something from the side of the bed and she sighed with relief. She wanted him now. But instead of the expected crinkle of a condom wrapper she heard a soft swish followed by the slide of silky fabric across the underside of her arms. Her eyes flew open and she looked up. The blue silk tie was wrapped loosely around her wrists.

“Cole?” Her body trembled with a combination of excitement and fear—the same feelings she’d experienced before their ride on the track.

His mouth was a breath away from her ear. Her wrists were still bound. “Let go of the wheel, Sarah. Let me pleasure you.” His tongue traced the outer edge of her lobe before diving into the soft middle. She was so sensitive there, so excited she could practically come from that alone.

“All you have to do is relax and enjoy.” His words were such an incredible turn-on. She could feel moisture seeping from her slit to the mattress.

What was it about this guy that made her so desperate to give in? To give over and let him be in charge? It was so unlike her and yet it made her so hot she was ready to combust. From wrist to ankle, Cole’s body was pressed against hers. Every inch of her skin that came in contact with his was transformed into an erogenous zone as her body absorbed the pleasure of his touch. His eyes and words promised more of the same if only she would let him take over.

Could she?


Chapter Eleven

Her body screamed yes. Still she hesitated. The fact that she’d only met Cole the day before wasn’t the issue. She didn’t get to be a top lawyer without a good gut instinct, and every fiber of her body told her that this man could be trusted. It was the idea of giving power and responsibility over to someone else that was totally out of her realm of experience.

Cole’s breath tickled her ear. “You enjoyed our drive last night, didn’t you?”

A soft gasp escaped her lips and her womb tightened as her body remembered the sensation of speed. The heat in the cockpit. The vibration of the engine. The passion that followed—Cole’s urgency as he pulled her from the car. The hot thrill that shook her when he told her to brace herself.

She hadn’t followed his lead then and look what it had cost her.

Cole rose above her, his eyes focused on her face. “Let me take you for another kind of ride, darlin’. All you gotta do is hold on and enjoy.”

She stared into the bottomless blue of his eyes and saw nothing there to give her pause, only the promise of pleasure and a tenderness that made her whole body sigh. She could do this. She would do this. She was woman enough to face her fear and let Cole—beautiful, generous, strong Cole—take care of her needs.

She nodded and willed herself to relax against the sheets.

Cole fumbled at her wrists. Looking up, she saw that the tie went from her wrists through the bars of the headboard. She tugged on the silk but the knots were secure. She trembled. She was tied to his bed, his captive in every way.

He got off the mattress and walked to the window. With a sharp yank the curtains opened. Sunlight streamed in, lighting her body from breasts to knees.

“You take my breath away.” His voice was rough as gravel, his gaze intense as he devoured her from head to toe. The tenting of his pants made no secret of his arousal. She smiled. She’d done that to him without even lifting a finger.

He answered with a mischievous smile of his own and approached the bed. “With such a feast spread before me, I don’t know where to start.”

“When I go to a buffet I usually pick an end and work my way through.” She wiggled her fingers and toes.

“What a good idea.” He went around to the end of the bed. “I think I’ll start here.”

Cole kneeled on the mattress and cradled her foot in his large hands. He started to work his massage magic on her instep and Sarah groaned. No reflexology charts she’d ever seen mentioned a direct link between her foot and her sex, yet when he dug his thumbs into her arch her clit sparked with pleasure. She imagined those thumbs digging deeply into her pussy and moaned.

He gave similar attention to her other foot, then started up her calves. His palms massaged the tightness from the muscles while his lips explored a new-to-her erogenous zone behind one knee. Motes of pleasure scattered over her skin. The man knew more about her body than she did.

Sarah’s eyes drifted shut as he repeated his ministrations behind the other knee. Without sight to rely on she was acutely aware of the soft suction of Cole’s lips on her skin. The whoosh of her shallow breaths. His scent mingling with her own musky arousal. The sharp pleasure of his teeth followed by soft kisses as he worked his way up her thighs. Part of her felt guilty about enjoying Cole’s touch without reciprocating. But what could she do? She tugged against her restraint, reminding herself of her powerlessness. Her hands were tied.

She would never be able to hear that expression again without thinking of this moment.

Cole’s lips stopped on her inner thigh, dwelling on a point just shy of her center. Sarah arched up, dying for the touch of his lips on her throbbing pussy but he pulled back. A helpless whimper slipped from her throat.

The bed shifted. When Sarah opened her eyes Cole was kneeling between her legs, looking at her face. Her body was as malleable as putty as he lifted one leg and placed her foot on the bed. He repeated the motion with the other leg. A tap on her knees urged her to open even farther. His gaze never left her face. With her hands over her head and her knees bent like this, Sarah was more exposed than she’d ever been to anyone. Incredibly vulnerable and not just physically.

Then why did she feel stronger than ever?

She was responsible for the wild desire shining in Cole’s eyes, the racing heartbeat that pulsed at his throat, the hardness pressing insistently against his pants. She let her knees fall open, tilting her hips to encourage him.

With a smile hot enough to melt metal, Cole settled between her thighs. He took a long, slow look at her sex, leaning in close enough for her to feel his breath on her damp curls. “Mmmm. You smell so good, Sarah. So hot. I bet you’ll taste even better.”

When she thought she was as aroused as she could possibly be, that soft, sexy drawl made her ache for him even more. Pressing her heels into the mattress, she lifted her hips, desperate to feel his lips against her. Needing his clever tongue to tease her pussy and make her feel the ecstasy she knew only he could bring.

With a chuckle Cole complied with her silent pleas. His tongue touched the bottom edge of her channel, then licked upward in one long, firm stroke. She nearly came apart right then.

“Easy, darlin’,” he said, his mouth hovering above her swollen clit, “I’m not letting you go that quickly.”

He wove an arm under her thigh and around her hip. His hand reached over her belly and covered her mound. Two fingers spread her lips wide. With the other hand he stroked her opening, tracing the edge with his knuckle. He slid a finger inside, curling it to press on her G-spot. His tongue danced over and around her sensitive bud. Her knees quivered against his shoulders. Pressure built deep in her womb. She was so close—

He pulled his head back the tiniest bit. She could still feel his warm breath on her lips.

Was he trying to torture her? She was so close. She needed just that much pressure against her clit to come. She tried to turn her hips this way and that, looking for his mouth with her body. But with her hands bound and her hips anchored, there was little she could do. Her pleasure was in his hands. “Please, Cole.”

“You don’t have to beg, darlin’. Just tell me what you want me to do.”

She was about to tell him to put his damned mouth back where it had been and finish what he’d started but hesitated. What did she want? His tongue was so close and felt so good she was sure that one more lap would push her over the edge. But the emptiness inside her—of both body and soul—craved something else. The fullness of his cock. The weight of his body over hers. Her “problem” had been solved in the shower last night. He’d made her come for the first time in months. He was driving her higher than she could possibly stand with his tongue—not to mention the silky restraint around her wrists—and she knew an orgasm was imminent. But she wanted more. She wanted to climax with him inside her, as fully joined as they could be, and to feel him come too.

“I want you inside me, Cole. I want you to fuck me.”

“Damn, Sarah.”

She could hear the wild need in his voice. “Fuck me, Cole. Now.”

Cole trailed kisses up her body until they were face-to-face. He’d discarded the drawstring pants at some point—how had she missed that?—and his smooth, hard cock pressed heavily into her stomach. A warm drop of pre-come landed on her skin. Bracing himself with one hand, he reached over to the bedside table. His chest was suspended over her face, too great a temptation to resist. She reached up and took his nipple between her lips. She sucked hard and was rewarded with the salty taste of his skin and a sharp inhale.

“Stop that or I’ll never get this on.”

Reluctantly she let him go and he flipped onto his back. Sarah watched as he rolled the condom down his rigid length. Once it was in place he positioned himself above her again. He reached above her head and Sarah felt his hand at her wrists.

“No,” she said before she could change her mind. “Leave it there.”

Cole’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. She was.

“Darlin’, you are one amazing woman.”

His mouth came down on hers. Her slickness covered his lips and her taste was rich on his tongue as it tangled with hers. She sucked on it and he groaned. His kisses moved to her ear, then to the inside of her elbow extended alongside her head. She shivered—evidently the underside of that joint was as sensitive as the crook of her knee. Who knew? Her nipples tingled as they rubbed against the hairs on his chest. Her hips gyrated against his hard, warm cock. She needed more from him and she needed it now.

He laughed. “I see what you want.” He shifted his hot tip over her opening. Oh yeah. Her muscles clenched instinctively, trying to draw him in. Sarah planted her heels on the bed, prepared to push up against him if he went slowly as he did on the track. She wanted it hard and fast.

He must have read her mind. With one smooth thrust he buried himself to the hilt. His cock filled her completely, invading every inch of her inner territory. He paused for a moment, not moving as she adjusted to the incredible fullness.

When he withdrew she regretted that her hands were tied because she wanted to grab his hips and hold him there, inside her and never let her go. Instead she wrapped her legs around him and pulled him closer. They wrestled for a moment, her pulling one way, him the other. But he was stronger and managed to pull out almost all the way. But not for long. Again he stroked all the way back in, then out. Over and over he thrust, driving into her until she could no longer tell where one movement ended and the next began. Pressure built in her womb but she wasn’t ready to give in to it. This was too good to rush. She never wanted it to end.

But then Cole paused at the top of an upstroke. With a deep breath he plunged into her. The tip of his cock touched the opening of her womb while his pelvis ground against her clit. Her world exploded. Lightning bolts of pleasure flew from her cunt to the ends of her limbs and beyond—she wouldn’t have been surprised to see fireworks busting from her fingertips. Still bound at the wrists, her body convulsed, hips bucking.

Cole stayed with her, thrusting deep again and again. Each thrust added another shock of ecstasy, drawing out her climax until she was spent. Or so she thought. A slight shift of his hips pressed his cock even deeper than before, sending another shockwave through her body. She clenched her inner muscles around him as tightly as she could and watched with satisfaction as he threw back his head and found his own release. The pulse of his cock was strong and steady within her as he came.

Breathing hard, Cole rested his forehead on the pillow beside her ear. His body stretched out over her. She could feel the pounding of his heart against her chest. Or was that hers? Light tremors continued to radiate through her. She’d never, ever come like that before. Damn, was that what happened when she gave up control? If so, she’d have to do it more often.

Cole took a deep breath, then reached up to untie her wrists. Sarah felt him inhale sharply before he feathered kisses over the sensitive crease below her palm.

“I’m sorry,” he said, contrition heavy in his voice. “I didn’t mean to tie it so tightly.”

Huh? Sarah looked at her wrists, surprised to see red marks where they had been bound. “You didn’t. I was, um, moving around a lot.” Writhing against Cole like a dog in heat was more like it. “Really it wasn’t your fault.”

“Still, we’ll have to get a pair of fuzzy cuffs for next time.”

Next time? She liked the sound of that.

After taking care of the condom, Cole pulled her against him so that her head rested on his chest. His other hand stroked her hair.

“That was… I mean, it was…” She let the words trail off, unable to come up with an adequate description for exactly what that had been.

His chest rumbled beneath her ear. “Yes, it certainty was. Thank you.”

He was thanking her? “For what?”

“For trusting me. For trusting yourself.”

The hand on her head massaged her scalp and she let her eyelids drift shut. Her body ached in soft and wonderful places and a pleasant lassitude flowed through her muscles. She didn’t know how long they lay like that, only that she didn’t want it to end. Being with Cole had not only healed her sexual problems. She felt light. Free. Like a weight had been taken off her shoulders. It felt good.

Cole shifted and took a deep breath that raised and lowered her head in a gentle swell. “Now that I’ve untied you, I guess I’ll have to fix your car, eh?”

“Mmm. That’d be nice,” she said, although the car was the last thing on her mind.

He gave a dramatic, put-upon kind of sigh and Sarah smiled. “Okay, I guess I will,” he said, “but only if you’re really, really nice.”

Even spent as she was, she couldn’t hold back the words that came to mind. “And if I’m bad?”

“I’ll toss the part in the lake and keep you here all week.”

All week. In his shower. His car. His bed. Maybe they’d even get those fuzzy handcuffs. She opened her eyes. “Is that a promise?”

He didn’t miss a beat. “It’s an invitation.”

“I accept.”

Cole pulled back to look at her, surprise written on his face. “What about the spa? I thought you were so eager to get there.”

She laughed and draped her body across his. “No need. I found the cure I was looking for right here.”

“I’m glad I could help, darlin’.” He skimmed a hand down her leg. “Now I promised to keep you here all week but maybe I’ll let you out for breakfast—unless you’d like it in bed?”

As attractive as that offer sounded, Sarah had something else in mind. She shook her head.

“If I’m going to spend my vacation in Rapture, I expect to be shown all the local sights. Starting with the best spot to get a good Southern breakfast.”
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He can work with her body…as long as he doesn’t touch her heart.
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Brendan Cole burst onto the art scene in a blaze, creating erotic works of art from beautiful women. Recently, though, reviews suggest that his brilliance is burning out. He knows what’s missing—inspiration. He lost it the day his ex-lover and muse, Ashley Mancuso, walked out on him.

Together, they can once again create the erotic images that will silence the critics forever.

When Ashley runs into Brandon at an art gallery, their attraction is as hot as ever. Though she swore to never again take second place to his art, she finds herself agreeing to an impromptu photo shoot. Once in front of his lens, five long years of suppressing her kinky side melts away—and shakes her resolve to keep it strictly business.

One spellbinding session after another makes it impossible to resist talking of fantasies and long-buried desires. But once the images hit the gallery walls, all the fears and insecurities that drove them apart create a rift wide enough for danger to find its way in…

Warning: Contains a sexy, tortured artist, his gorgeous muse, and a string of pearls that creates one very erotic BDSM fantasy.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Silken Canvas:

She was magnificent. Her skin was so smooth and soft, luminous in the light from the spots above them. He laughed, low and dark, at her denial. She was perfect. This was perfect. Those reviewers would be knocked on their ass when they came in here and watched an exclusive Brendan Cole photo shoot. The anticipation had to be driving them almost as crazy as it was driving him.

“I have to go get my camera,” he told her. “It’s in the office. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” It was harder than he thought it would be to turn his back on her and walk away, even for a few minutes. He had to get the camera, had to put the next part of this plan into action.

He slid the door open.

“Brendan?” The edginess betrayed in her voice would only translate into better photos when he returned.

“I’ll be right back.” He slid the door closed. He didn’t want anyone sneaking in for a peek before he was ready.

Emily was waiting for him. So was Stuart. Brendan ignored the boyfriend. “Em, can you grab my camera from my bag in the office?” She nodded and took off. Then he turned to Stuart and all the other people gathering as soon as they saw him reappear. “Ashley has agreed to a photo shoot. Right here. Right now.”

The crowd buzzed excitedly.

“Where is she?” Stuart asked.

“I’ve prepared her for the shoot. She’s waiting for us in the other room. I’m waiting for my camera.”

“Us?” someone called out.

“Yes. Everyone who is interested in watching the shoot is welcome to join us. I only ask that you remain silent and not do anything to disrupt or distract.” Brendan was careful not to look at Stuart as he spoke.

The buzz grew louder. That was what he needed. More buzz. Bigger buzz.

Then Emily was back, his camera in her hands. Without another word, he turned back to the side gallery, slid open the door and was followed by the crowd, as he knew he would be.

He strode back over to Ashley. What an incredible image she made. He could tell the moment she realized there were others in the room with them. She almost stepped away from the wall where he’d posed her. He gripped her shoulders, leaned in until his lips brushed her lips.

“Did you think I’d forgotten?” he whispered. “Really, Ashley? How could I forget about your exhibitionist side?” He touched the tender flesh of her ear with the tip of his tongue, right beside the diamond stud. “Everyone is here with us. Stuart. Emily. The entire crowd. They’re all here to watch.” She gasped and her slick lips parted. “How many pairs of eyes do you think are on you right now? How many people see you bound in red ribbons, nearly bursting out of your dress, teetering on those amazing do-me heels?”

“Just take the picture,” she whispered, a ragged plea in her voice. His thumbs brushed the edges of her lips as she spoke. “Take the picture and let me go.”

“But you don’t want me to let you go. Not really.” He took a deep breath and let her tangy scent wash over him. “You can’t deny it. I can smell your arousal already.”

She whimpered, obviously still not ready to admit anything. It didn’t matter, as long as she did what she was told. As long as he could use her to create the images that wouldn’t leave him alone. Images that would send those reviewers scrambling to write their glowing comments.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” he said. “I’m going to take pictures. Lots of pictures. You’re going to stand there and let me, while everyone here watches. If I tell you to move, you’ll do it. If I—”

“Is everything all right?” a male voice called out.

Ah, the boyfriend, asserting his territorial rights. Brendan didn’t even bother looking his way. “I’m explaining to Ashley what I have in mind for the shoot.”

“I’m fine, Stuart.”

Brendan had to give her credit, she sounded calm even though he swore he could hear the pounding of her heart. He dropped his hands from her face but didn’t step away. He leaned forward until his lips touched her ear. “Does your boyfriend know you get hot thinking about all those eyes on you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” The outrage in her whisper had a touch of unease behind it.

So the boyfriend didn’t know how kinky Ashley really was. Interesting. But one glance at Stuart’s dark gaze and Brendan knew he was eager to watch this shoot too. “I bet he’s hard as a rock while all these people stare at his woman. I bet he can’t wait to show all his friends the naughty pictures of the woman he takes to bed.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“And maybe you don’t know him as well as you think you do. Maybe he has a secret side he’s hiding from you too.” He nipped her earlobe. “I’m taking the pictures now. No more talking.”

Brendan stepped back then. The color was high on her cheeks. If he could see her eyes, he knew they’d be blazing. This was the look he wanted. Emotions high. Arousal and passion clear even while her eyes were covered.

Perfect.

Brendan walked backward, his arms out to the side, impatiently pushing people out of the way. Yes, it was as he’d envisioned it. Pale skin, dark hair. Dark dress. Dark shoes. God, those shoes. Those legs. The bright red of the ribbons jumped out against the black and white.

Her tongue darted out to wet her red lips. He had been half-erect ever since he saw her walk through the door.

As much as he’d tried, he’d never been able to fully separate the man from the artist. Being with Ashley taught him that he was foolish to even try. He never felt more alive as when he was creating a work of art from a beautiful woman. Yet he could usually control his reactions better than this. The body was merely his canvas, after all.

But Ashley was different. He’d always dreamt of getting his hands on her again. Had always longed to take the pictures he never had the chance to before. Excitement he hadn’t felt in months surged through his veins. He’d show those reviewers what he was capable of.

He reached for his camera and bumped into more bodies. He whipped around impatiently to look for Emily and found himself staring at Ashley’s boyfriend. Yeah, he was turned on too. But what red-blooded man wouldn’t be aroused by the image she made? He frowned and pushed Stuart out of his way.

“Please move back to give Mr. Cole some room to work,” Emily called out. His sister was at his side in an instant and pressed the camera into his hands. Excitement rang in her voice. He knew she saw dollar signs flashing before her eyes.

A hush fell over the crowd as they finally gave him some breathing room. He walked around Ashley, gauging the light, working with the shadows. He couldn’t wait until he could bare more of her pale skin. Lay her out on black velvet. Wrap her in strands of beads. Pearls, it had to be pearls.

He had to start gathering supplies. Body paint. Candles. Those pearls. He could picture each image in his mind. He’d been dreaming about them for years.

But he didn’t need the distraction now.

He pushed the future out of his mind and focused on Ashley. He took shot after shot. Wide angle. Tight. He zoomed in on her bound wrists and noticed the way she slowly stretched out her fingers, then pulled them into tight fists before stretching them out again. Her breath was coming faster, her breasts rising and falling, nearly bursting free from that little black dress.

He took a tight shot of her parted lips and had a sudden memory of her taste on his tongue. He’d been haunted by erotic images of Ashley since the first time he met her. He’d been feeding his art with erotic memories of Ashley since the last time he saw her.

He pushed the past out of his mind. It was as out of place as the future. The only thing that counted was what was happening right now. The only thing that mattered was the shot.

“Ashley, drop your head back.” She immediately did as he told her. Good. Her long curls brushed the ribbons at her wrists. He clicked a few more shots of her hands shadowed by her hair. Then he lifted his gaze. His breath caught as he took in the graceful curve of her throat, the wide stretch of pale skin between the slope of her jaw and the curve of her breasts. His hands suddenly itched to touch her silken skin again. He grasped the camera more tightly and took more shots, forcing himself to focus on the image, on the sensual profile, on the light and shadow and color and form.

“Now face the wall,” he called out. She lifted her head and turned to look his way, a frown marring her forehead. Even though he knew she couldn’t see him, he swore he could feel her gaze burning into him. She didn’t move.

He couldn’t have her questioning his commands. She had to obey him instantly. “Face the wall,” he growled.

She sighed so deeply, he could hear the breath leave her lungs, see her breasts rise and fall with the effort. But when she slowly turned around, he nearly groaned out loud at the image she made. Her wavy hair flowed over her shoulders and down her back like a dark chocolate waterfall, the long ends of the necktie telling their silent tale. Her shapely legs stretched out for miles from the narrow heels up to the hem of the short skirt. Her bound hands wrapped in red, rested against her luscious, heart-shaped ass.

He quickly took some more shots, trying not to think about his hands on her ass, stroking the skin, squeezing the curves. He could still hear the breathless cries she’d make when he buried himself deep inside her. Could still smell her musky scent as it surrounded him. Still taste her hungry lips as she devoured his.

Her skin had been like silk beneath his hands. Her body had responded passionately to his every word, every touch. And he had responded just as strongly to her.

“Brendan?”

Emily’s soft voice and her hand on his shoulder pulled him away from the memories. He was staring at Ashley, the camera hanging down by his side. The crowd around them was getting restless, the murmurs growing louder.

“I’ll need your computer to download these.” He turned to escape the tempting sight before him and the scent that wrapped around him still. It was a waste of time to dwell on the past. He had to see the shots, pick out the perfect image quickly. The one that would convince her that she wanted to pose for him every bit as much as he wanted to—needed to—use her body for his art.

The crowd parted for him. As he walked away he caught Stuart’s dark, aroused look. “You can untie her now. If you want to.”
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Her love life is running on empty. And he’s just the man to make her engine purr.

 

Full Throttle, Book 1

Sarah Lange's career as a New York lawyer is in high gear—and the stress has left her hormones sputtering. With strict doctor’s orders to relax, she books the cure: a spa vacation in the cool, green mountains of Virginia.

When a pothole sends her Porsche to the side of the road, she finds herself stuck in small-town Rapture. She’d love nothing more than to blow this Hicksville and be on her way…until she meets sexy stockcar mechanic Cole Cassidy.

Coles knows exactly how to handle that fancy car, and its uptight driver. Sarah’s not his type, but neither can deny that their attraction is firing on all cylinders. Soon he’s introducing her to the thrill of speed at the local track—in his car, and on it. 

But Sarah’s troubles aren’t so easily left in the dust. Unless she forces herself to decide if she’s willing and able to let someone else take the wheel.

 

Warning: Contains a false start, breakdowns of the automotive and erotic kinds, creative uses of shower massagers and silk ties, and thrill-rides in, on, and outside of a racecar.
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