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 Chapter One Fucking cutbacks. Once again he'd topped the nation in annual sales, grossing over ten million in revenue. And what did he win? A long working weekend for one in California wine country. A couple of years ago, he'd won seven days for two at an exclusive resort in Fiji. Eli Gallagher loosened his tie a fraction and hit the intercom for the limo driver. “How much longer?” “She'll be down in a second,” Kendrick replied. “She?” Eli shot back. “There are no female VPs at Todd Technologies.” “My data sheet says she's from a subsidiary, Studio G.” One of those flaky creative types. Great. And if the she in question happened to be Christine Dunlop, VP of Studio G, then he was in for a weekend of baby pictures and cooing. The new mother of twin girls, Christine had gone from intelligent woman to goofy mom overnight. The driver's door opened, and Eli followed Kendrick's long legs as he walked around the front of the stretch limo. Darker tinting on the side windows blurred the images outside, and he couldn't make out the woman approaching the car. “Thank you, Kendrick.” She had a hint of an accent, pronouncing the D in Kendrick almost like a T. Only one woman he knew spoke like that, and an uneasy premonition lifted the hairs on Eli's nape. It couldn't be. Ducking her head, she backed into the seat, shifted, and straightened, and an almost imperceptible roll lifted her shoulders as the cool air from the overhead vent sputtered.
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 Wavy brown hair, glossy and smooth, skipped over one shoulder, and he stared as a delicate hand tugged a flirty turquoise and ginger skirt over one knee. Swinging around, pouty lips curving at the corners, Stephanie Grant extended a hand, did a double take, and snapped her arm back to her side. She flinched, squishing her spine into the leather seat. “You! What the hell are you doing here? Is this some kind of joke? Christine did this, didn't she?” Stephanie Grant. Of all the crappy luck. His Christmas-party one-night stand come back to haunt him. The only woman he'd ever failed to bring off. Dragging both hands through his hair, Eli tried to wipe the scowl from his face. Fury sailed as a pink sheen rose from Stephanie's throat to her hairline, and her narrowed eyes, the color of single-malt whiskey, shot a look meant to maim him. He resisted the urge to cup his groin protectively. “Kendrick, take me back.” She stabbed one of the buttons on the door handle and tapped her purse on the Plexiglas. The woman rattled his tranquility. His dick didn't give a shit what she did to his mind. Nah, his cock rose to the occasion. Heat radiated from her lithe body even as those raspberry nipples he remembered all too well strained against the shirred bodice fitted into the skirt that she wore. “Damn it. Why doesn't he answer?” How does she smell like spring in the dead of winter? Eli's jaw clenched; he gritted his teeth. Get a grip, Gallagher. “If you want to communicate with Kendrick, try pressing the intercom instead of the window.” She cursed under her breath and shot a glare at the tinted glass on her side. Humid air stamped with the odor of a recent rain on hot asphalt streamed through the two-inch window
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 opening above her head. One forefinger stabbed a switch, and the glass ascended with a slight squeak. Eli slumped into the buttery upholstery and studied the woman sitting next to him. Christened “the frigid wizard” by the males on the marketing and sales teams, Stephanie's talent for computer-generated imagery, dubbed CGI by the industry, rose into the stratosphere. Even before she graduated from college, Stephanie had standing job offers from Pixar Animation Studios and Industrial Light & Magic, the creative arm of Lucasfilm. Not that the woman dressed to show either her genius or position. Normally she wore scruffy jeans, oversize T-shirts, a ponytail, and cloth sneakers outrageously decorated with rhinestones and buttons. Eli favored women in sleek business suits with manicured nails and four-inch pumps, preferably scarlet, that screamed a CFM invitation. Standing six-three and weighing in at two hundred and twenty pounds, he preferred the fit of tall, stacked women, and the polished, sophisticated banter of females who understood casual flings and torrid sex. Not that it mattered. From day one Stephanie's petite figure and delicate features had captured his gaze again and again, and he'd hated every second she drew him to her. During meetings, he'd spot her nibbling her pinkie, and he'd envisioned even white teeth grazing the slit in his dick, a nimble tongue lapping his precum. The two of them had gone toe-to-toe on every single project since she joined the company. Whatever position he took on a marketing campaign, she promoted the opposite. At first he'd thought she merely played devil's advocate, but he'd quickly learned she believed him an intellectual lightweight. During one heated debate, she'd actually thrown her hands up in the air and said to the room at large, “What else can you expect from someone with the brains of a dinosaur?” War had been declared. “You're not a VP,” he said, dredging his mind for any reason to get her kicked back to Bradenton, the location of Todd Technologies' headquarters. “No, Christine is, and she assigned me to this insanity. She set me up.” Stephanie shot him another Human Torch glare designed to scorch both ego and flesh. His groin flared—his prick fed on the sizzle in her eyes.
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 Shit. Every time they got together, static electricity sparked, crackled, and hissed between them. Yet the sex had sucked. The saliva in his mouth tasted bitter. Eli dropped his head onto the limo's headrest and stared at the car's roof. Neither of them could afford to quit the trip. Ignatius Mason, CEO and owner of Todd Technologies, had planned publicity events for all the four coming days, culminating with a special Valentine's Day dinner at the French Laundry for the launch of the company's first full-length animated movie. “You can't go back. The local news is covering the sneak preview of Valentine Voodoo at the winery.” Eli puffed out a long sigh. “And we're both being interviewed for the movie after the cocktail party tonight.” “What?” Tucking an oaky lock behind one ear, she glided one bent leg onto the seat and met his gaze, her face a picture of horrified dismay, lips turned down, eyebrows gathered. “Me? An interview? TV?” Her voice ended on a squeak, and Eli had to flatten his lips to prevent a grin. “Oh gawd,” she muttered, sliding down the leather, her chin clunking onto her chest. Her hand went to a filigree necklace, and her fingers worried a small silver pavé heart. “Chris really did set me up. That's why she sent me to that blasted spa. Damn it. And the stupid twirly dresses. Valentine makeover! Ha! I'm going to kill her.” His mouth crooked when her fists battered the black hide of the vehicle's luxurious leather seating. “Get that stupid smirk off your face. You think this is funny? I can't even take a decent picture, and I'm supposed to go on TV? I'm not doing it.” She folded her arms across her chest, and the action caused her breasts to plump over the low neckline of her silky bodice. He hadn't even groped those mounds once; he'd only caught a glimpse of her raspberry buds. He'd been so hot for her, so out of his mind with wanting to be inside, to feel her pussy gripping his prick, he'd just pushed up her gypsy skirt, unzipped his pants, hastily skinned on a condom, and plunged into her. She'd been an inferno, and he'd spewed his wad as if it were his first time.
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 “You're the pretty-boy salesman—you do it.” She had a '30s movie-star mouth, bow shaped, ruby red, and sinfully pouty. They hadn't even kissed, not that he could remember, anyway, but he'd been on the light side of drunk, and he had only hazy recollections of their fucking. “How could Chris do this to me?” She wailed the question. “I hate presentations.” Aw shit, she's just so damned cute with her little button nose and that heart-shaped face. His irritation vanished when her wicked lower lip quivered. Surrendering to a crazy urge to save her from any unpleasantness, he rolled his eyes to the padded roof and said, his tone grumpy, “Fine. I'll handle the interview, but they're doing a section on how you come up with ideas for the CGI stuff. You're going to have to do that piece.” The mouth that bedeviled him daily, nightly, every single fucking waking or sleeping moment during the last six weeks, dropped open. Eli's brain frazzled and fried, spitting into sexual spurts of thought. Can she take me? All of me? A vivid image of her hot, moist, scarlet lips wrapped around his cock scrambled his brain. As if, Gallagher—you blew your chance. Maybe not. Four days together. Who knows? Stephanie shook her head and twisted away, shoving up against the opposite window, jamming her arm into the vehicle's corner. What the hell? I offer to help, and she doesn't even acknowledge it? Eli glanced to the right and caught the red ball of the sun hovering over the horizon. Wavering bands dueled through the center, making the globe shimmer and fade. The limo coasted along a mountain, skirting precipitous S curves with no fits and starts, the ride smooth, noiseless. A silence he could touch and feel thickened the air between them. Eli fingered the rim of his collar, tugging the cotton material away from his prickling flesh. A few surreptitious sideglances showed she had chucked her strappy chocolate stilettos and sat with her legs tucked to one side, her forehead leaning on the window. Stephanie reminded him of a sexy Snow White,
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 big, bright amber eyes, spiky lashes that needed no mascara, red, red lips, and she blushed so often that twin pink circles stained her cheeks 90 percent of the time. His attraction to her had been instant, a bolt of lightning lust scorching his brain and erasing his normal charisma and easygoing charm. She'd hated him on sight, spewing sarcastic remarks and needling him about his one area of insecurity—his lack of a degree. “I can't do it,” she mumbled, intertwined fingers grasped tight enough to draw her knuckles white. Her gaze didn't waver from the window, but the sun's rays had dimmed, and Eli caught her image in the mirrored glass. She looked so forlorn, his chest ached. Aw crap. You're a sucker, Gallagher. Neither of them had buckled up, so Eli scooted across the three feet separating them and touched a finger to a curve bared by an off-shoulder cap sleeve. The just-there caress singed him to the core, sparking a remembrance of skin softer than the downiest newborn's. “Don't you dare feel sorry for me,” she growled, keeping her eyes on the scenery flashing by; their gazes locked in the reflection. “I'll practice with you. Everyone gets nervous speaking to an audience, but I know a few tricks you can use to make it easier.” This close, she smelled like a newly scythed meadow after a drizzly rainfall. She snorted. “I can't imagine you being nervous.” “I've been in sales for nine years. It's a cutthroat profession. Nerves are the equivalent of being the first to blink. Blink, you lose.” He shrugged. “I've faced down thirty-member boards hostile to whatever I'm selling. You learn to cope.” “You're brilliant in a presentation.” “Praise? From Stephanie Grant?” He clapped a palm to his chest and uttered, “Be still my heart.” Stephanie spread her fingers wide and studied them, and he did too. She had short nails usually smeared with markers or paint. He'd never noticed her wearing polish, and the peach rose color had him thinking of pussy lips hued the same shade.
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 “Five minutes to the winery.” Kendrick's voice rumbled through the rear of the limo. “Shoot, I'd better get my shoes on,” she said, slipping her legs to the floor and wriggling so the hem of her skirt, which had ridden above her knees, fell to midcalf. While she slipped on her sandals, Eli straightened his tie and scraped both hands through his hair. “You're making it stand up all over.” He turned to find her three inches away, staring at the top of his head. His dick did a happy dance, a stream of precum testing his boxers' absorbability. Go for it, Gallagher. “Fix it for me?” Two snowy teeth worried her bottom lip, and the red color deepened to burgundy. When she pursed her lips, reached one hand to his temple, and smoothed one of his curls, her exhale fed his inhale. His prick swelled as his lungs expanded, the minty aroma of her breath dizzying his brain. Her fingers gently teased through a knot at his nape, scraping his tingling scalp, shooting a scalding heat down his spine, and drawing his testicles taut. “Stephanie, why wouldn't you return my calls after the Christmas party?” She'd also deleted his e-mails before reading them—he'd put a delivery and a read receipt on each one. Eli balled his hands, the urge to touch her, hold her, nuzzle her neck, was addictive and increasing exponentially with each second she continued to stay close. She gasped, lifted her chin, and her lips trembled. His gaze fastened to hers, willing her to answer. The door opened, and noise slapped his ears: glasses tinkling, the buzz of an overhead single-engine plane, laughter, and the drone of men and women conversing. Stephanie twisted around and placed her hand in Kendrick's, the contrast between her pale skin and the chauffeur's chocolate complexion startling. She exited the limo, leaving Eli with a close-up of her rounded ass and a glimpse of the supple skin at the backs of her knees. Kendrick's braided hair tangled with Stephanie's as she straightened, and she murmured, “No problem,” over Kendrick's profuse apologies, twisted their locks apart, and then turned around, her hand outstretched.
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 His hard-on grated against the metal zipper of the wool pants he wore, the silk boxers beneath no match for the heightened sensitivity of his cock. Sure as hell someone above had been on his side today when he'd picked the extra-long jacketed suit to wear. Gulping in chilled oxygen, which only served to burn his lungs, Eli shot out of the vehicle, his mind bent on sequestering and pestering Stephanie until she answered the question that had been skewing his every action since the night of the Christmas party. “Welcome to Château Pontchartrain.” Jacques Dardin, actor, producer, vintner and scoundrel extraordinaire, had eyes only for Stephanie. “I so admire your work, Ms. Grant. My nieces and nephews and I have seen all of your animated films.” Eli scowled and squinted at the smiling producer the industry had termed the new George Clooney. As if. As far as Eli knew, Jacques had never spent more than five minutes in the company of a female under the age of consent. Clooney, on the other hand, was rumored to savor the company of females of all ages. Eli'd bet his best sales lead that Dardin had never seen even one of Stephanie's three movie shorts. Knowing Jacques, he probably cofinanced Valentine Voodoo to get her into his bed. Blowing out a long breath, Eli forced his mind to focus; somehow, he had to get Stephanie away from Jacques. In the west, a fattened-around-the-middle sun hovered over the gray Pacific. A cool wind drifted over the hilltop, the breeze not stiff enough to twirl the dried leaves dawdling at the border of the red dirt driveway. The rich, fruity aroma of grapes heavy with sugar mingled with the smell of soil recently plowed. Eli loosened his top button, darted a surreptitious peek at his groin, and stifled a long sigh when he discovered the navy material didn't hold a tent. The eleven-second distraction gave Jacques a decided advantage, and when Eli glanced up, Jacques was hauling Stephanie up the path leading to the pale lemon walls of the château. Lips thinning, Eli stalked after Jacques and Stephanie and inserted his hip between the two of them when she halted to trace a fingertip over a purple coneflower. Cupping Stephanie's elbow, he shot Dardin a hands-off, this-woman-is-mine glare and then relaxed his narrowed eyes and shifted so he faced Stephanie. Responding to the curiosity evident
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 by the slight line forming between her brows and her puckered mouth, he said, “They're coneflowers, and the orange ones are scented. You'll like 'em. This is supposed to be a twoperson deal, Stephanie. We need to stick together.” Crap. He sounded like an overprotective, jealous idiot. Easily distracted by visual images, Stephanie studied the flower bed lining the driveway; her lips curled, her eyes crinkling at the corners as her smile widened. “What an astonishing contrast of colors—the burnt orange and the royal purple.” She studied the daisylike coneflower petals as they bowed under a sudden gust. “We have a scene in the movie where Valentine discovers he has a nose for wine. These colors would have really stood out. Now I wish I'd taken Christine up on that offer to see this place before starting production.” “Case of spilled milk now, isn't it? Didn't they burn the final DVDs the other day?” “They did,” she replied. Moving his hand to the small of her back, Eli guided her forward, grinning when a glamflam reporter with big hair and even bigger lips snagged Dardin and held him hostage to a microphone and a camera-toting assistant. Not wanting anyone else to capture Stephanie's attention and pissed at this sudden surge of possessiveness, he plucked one of the fragrant coneflowers and stabbed it into her hand. As she inhaled, her forehead furrowed for a few seconds, and then she said, a note of triumph in her voice, “It smells like Celestial Seasonings Mandarin Orange tea.” Twirling the blossom, she stopped and raised it to his nose. “Smell.” “Orangey,” he agreed. What self-respecting man drank tea, for Christ's sake? “Let me guess.” Slapping her palms to her hips, eyes mere slits, she jeered. “Macho salesmen only drink coffee.” They stood staring at each other, the crowd milling around them going unnoticed. Feeling like a thirteen-year-old in wanting to make her take it back, he tried to think of a drink other than coffee or bourbon that might fit into the preppy-male mold she seemed to favor, and hit a blank wall.
 
 10
 
 Jianne Carlo
 
 “Damn it,” she muttered, her voice grouchy and scratchy. Her gaze dropped to the left of his Hermès handcrafted shoes. “This is going to be a very, very long weekend.” Long, long tortuous weekend, if the current condition of his aching dick and balls were anything to go on. And the little head, which took control the second Stephanie got within touching distance, wouldn't stop peppering his mind with lusty images—her naked under him, his face buried between her thighs, his tongue laving her raspberry-tipped tits.
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 Chapter Two “Eli,” she said, his name sounding so sweet, his prick nearly combusted. “I think you have a problem.” He followed her stare, which fixated on his crotch, and he strangled the groan before it left his throat. No longer held together by the lone button, the jacket's sides had widened, and his pants bulged, pulling the material tight over his obvious arousal. “I'll walk in front of you. Stay behind.” Stephanie strode forward, one slim leg following the other. “You can hit the men's and adjust things once we're inside.” Huh? What gives, Steph? Why're you doing this for me? “Can you hear me?” Eli near about swallowed his tongue when she swept her hair to one side, exposing the snowy skin of her nape, a trio of shorter hairs feathering the flesh there. Warm color tinted the top of her ear. The two of them walked in tandem ahead of the crowd, Stephanie leading but staying close so her body blocked a straightforward view of his groin. Her swaying backside distracted him, and he answered on autopilot. “Yeah. Why?” “I went to your office the morning after the party. You and the other sales guys were in the coffee room. I heard what they said about you nailing me.” The blood in his body froze in place. “I also heard what you said.” They passed through the open double doors to the château as she uttered that wonderful piece of news. A mixed multitude of guests, waiters bearing trays, black-clad studs serving wine, jammed the room they entered. Dusk arrived, casting shimmering darkness in corners and nooks.
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 Circling his fingers around her wrist, Eli drew Stephanie to an arched entryway, then strode down a wide hallway until he found a closed door that opened. She didn't resist him, didn't drag her feet or try to pull away. Shutting the door, he spun around to find her staring up at him, whiskey irises appearing lighter in the gloom of the windowless room. “I said you had a great rack.” Tearing at the knots the breeze had jumbled in his hair, he said, “They took me by surprise. I'd no idea anyone had seen us go into my office. Honey, it's guy talk.” “I am not your honey.” She lifted her chin, mouth canted tight and fierce, hands balled at her sides. “That's why you wouldn't return my calls? That's why you took the three dozen roses I sent you and threw them into the trash?” At her moue of surprise, he continued battering the walls she'd erected. “And that's why you let it be known that my performance was vastly disappointing?” “Stop hollering at me.” She spat the words at him. “And it was disappointing. You never even kissed me. It was worse than when I lost my virginity. It's supposed to be better the second time around.” Eli's shoulder blades slammed against the door as her words registered. “The second time?” She stamped a stiletto-clad foot. “Forget it. Forget we ever had this conversation.” “Oh, man, did I screw up.” He grabbed her hand when she tried to jog around him and open the door. She wriggled and squirmed when he closed his arms around her, and he tucked his face into the crook of her shoulder and neck. “I'm a complete asshole. You have every right to hate me.” “I don't hate you,” she whispered. “I wanted to, but I couldn't.” I owe you one, big kahuna. Unable to resist, Eli licked her nape. She shivered but went still, and her head tilted ever so slightly. Opening his mouth on her flesh, drinking in the sugar and spice of her scent, he suckled, and when she swallowed a noise in her throat, he scraped her neck with his teeth and drew in skin. Her arms climbed his chest and settled on his shoulders.
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 The guitar strains that began Steppenwolf's “Magic Carpet Ride” shattered the sounds of their soft panting and her choked-back whimpers. After a three-second delay, Eric Clapton's voice singing “Tears In Heaven” attempted to merge with the gut-cramping rock and roll. Great. Both their cells rang in unison, his vibrating in his top jacket pocket, hers strumming a poignant guitar from the purse she carried. “They'll ring again,” he said, lifting away from her silky skin. The faint tang of her perfume filled his nostrils, and Eli couldn't resist sniffing again and savoring the intoxicating scent of Stephanie, ginger and spice. Evening had fallen, and all he could make out were the honey brown irises rimming her dilated pupils. She blinked a couple of times. Cupping her jaw, he continued, “I wish I could see you clearly. Promise me we'll talk later? Steph?” She nodded into his palm, the almost undetectable movement making him want to pound his chest and howl. All he needed was this crack in her fortress. Her arms dropped from him, and she stepped back. “Oh gawd. The interview.” “I'll get them to switch around the time,” he promised, confident he could deliver. Not for nothing was he the number one salesman in the country. Fumbling along the wall, he flicked a switch, and light skittered low radiance through the room from a lamp kitty-corner to them. Eli couldn't take his eyes off her; he'd mussed her hair, and she had the just-tumbled look of an aroused woman, pink staining the ridges of high cheekbones, slanted eyes a tad unfocused. Knowing they'd be interrupted no matter what he did, Eli edged her sleeve from her bicep to her shoulder and then straightened his jacket. “If we don't go, they'll send out a hunting party. You know the way Genevieve works.” Genevieve Drummond, the château's public relations manager, had a well-deserved barracuda reputation. “I know.” She threaded her fingers through her brown locks, her spine stiffened, and she held her head high. “I'm ready.”
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 Eli and Stephanie didn't speak as they made their way back to the main lobby, but the silence between them this time proved neither oppressive nor uncomfortable. A hypnotic, rhythmic drumming vibrated through the wooden floor and the walls and traveled through his veins to throb low in his stomach. The cadence escalated, the beat acquiring a tempo that accelerated his heart and provoked sinister images of the little boy riding the tricycle in the movie The Shining rounding corner after corner, and Jack Nicholson's spinetingling cry of “Heeeeere's Johnny.” They rounded a corner and halted. Incense and the aroma of coconut oil smeared the smoke-filled room. A man the size and height of an NBA player and dressed in African garb—a long, flowing robe of scarlet and onyx—dominated the center of the room. He wore a red Kufi cap on his bald skull. Arms lifted to the carved ceiling, he brandished a massive ruby heart that pulsed rhythmically, a deep rumble vibrating through the room as the numerous tiny veins entwining pink tissue clamped and pulsated when the organ contracted. Five women in similar dress, all topping six feet, circled the man. They wore their hair in spectacular cornrowed weaves intertwined with tiny green beads, and sported numerous strands of necklaces of the same hue and texture around their necks. “What the hell?” “Banda drumming,” Stephanie explained. “It's part of a voodoo ceremony. There are different types of drums and beats associated with different spirits. Banda drumming is associated with Baron Samedi.” “Who?” “Did you see Live and Let Die?” “Is that the Roger Moore Bond with Jane Seymour that begins with the funeral in New Orleans?” The slithery sensation at the back of his neck intensified. Eli massaged the knotted tendons, to no effect. “Baron Samedi is the evil guy in the cemetery at the end,” Stephanie stated. “That guy holding the heart's supposed to be Baron Samedi?”
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 “Maybe not Samedi himself, but he's a houngan asogwe, a high priest,” Stephanie hissed as she shuffled closer. “That's a voodoo heart.” Her fingers clamped his forearm, the nails digging into his skin. “Those women are priestesses, or mambos.” His gut's alarm bells clanged, and some primordial instinct Eli couldn't control had him hankering to hurry Stephanie out of the room, to whisk her back to the safety of the city and the hotel. He gritted his teeth. Stow it, Gallagher; stop the melodramatic overprotectiveness. Which idiot in marketing conjured this sure-to-backfire publicity stunt? “Promo,” he murmured, curling an arm around her waist. “The title of the film is Valentine Voodoo.” “The movie's strictly PG, Eli. It's meant for the under-ten crowd. Our hearts are friendly and cute. That isn't,” she retorted, angling a chin at the houngan. “The visuals are incredible, though. I want to take a closer look. What are those women holding?” she asked, squinting and peering at the nearest voodoo female. “Cloth dolls. Stick with me.” He shouldered through the sardine-packed room, keeping a firm grip on her hand. Before he reached the houngan, her fingers were torn from his. Women and men jabbed and jarred his back, his chest, his sides, and a rising panic shuddered through him when his frantic sweeping of the crowd yielded nada, nothing, no sign of Stephanie. Elbows stabbing bodies, he managed to swing around and caught sight of Stephanie being dragged by one of the mambos toward two of a series of shadowed arches. His pulse thundered faster than the loud pounding punctuating the spasming of the heart the houngan held aloft. Eli's protective instincts went into overdrive. Shoving people aside, he halted in front of the two hallways leading from the octagonal chamber. Spying a slash of turquoise at the far end of the nearest archway, he broke into a furious sprint and raced down a corridor devoid of humanity. “Stephanie,” he yelled, rounding a sharp bend and skidding to a stop, his shoes squeaking on the wooden flooring. Eleven feet ahead, a backlit stained-glass window reflected emerald, topaz, and amethyst brilliance. The air held a taint of musty fungus, and as his eyes adjusted to the hallway's gloom, he glimpsed narrow beams of light on either side of the churchlike pane. “I'm in here, Eli.” Her voice came from an open doorway on his left.
 
 Jianne Carlo
 
 16
 
 He found Stephanie kneeling on the floor, fingers entwined, thumbs rubbing back and forth. “She said she had something to show me, and she dragged me here,” Stephanie mumbled. “Who?” “The mambo.” She glanced up at him, and his throat skydived to his stomach at her quivering lower lip and the sheen of moisture glazing her slanted eyes. Waving one arm, Stephanie pointed. “Look, Eli.” At first he didn't notice the flickering candles or the two cloth dolls. A frisson crawled from one shoulder blade to the other when he took in the pentagram formed by mosaic tiles and the small clay pots with lit flames at the apex of each point. “Look at the faces of the dolls,” she whispered. No hint of pink showed in her snowy complexion. Stephanie's gaze never strayed from the cloth dolls in the center of the symbol. Eli bent one knee to the ground. “Don't touch them with your hands. They're voodoo dolls, derived from the way the religion is practiced in New Orleans and central and west Africa.” “Shit,” he muttered as the cartoonish features came into focus. “It's you and me. What the hell—” Stephanie batted his hands away when he reached for the fabric figures. “Don't touch them. The magic is stronger if either of us touches one.” “It's fucking obscene.” A bloodred penis half the size of the male doll stabbed into the rose-shaped genitalia between the sticklike legs of the female. “Burn them,” she ordered. “In there.” Eli traced her pointed finger to a massive shale fireplace five feet to their left. “Why?” “Once the dolls exist and we acknowledge them, whoever made them can bend us to their will, make us sick.” “Steph, you can't honestly believe that,” Eli argued, dredging his hair with all ten fingers, the only way he could resist the urge to snatch the dolls.
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 “I researched voodoo the regular way for the movie, through the Net, books. But I have a friend who's Haitian. Martine explained that once the doll exists, the power to hurt exists. I'm not normally superstitious, but Eli…” She looked up at him, the pupils in her eyes so dilated, her irises formed a thin amber nimbus around onyx circles. “This scares me. Burn them, please.” The figures took a long time to incinerate. While he built the fire, Eli replayed the events of the past twelve hours in his mind; his photographic memory filtering and sifting through the nine-page backgrounder marketing had given him before he left for San Francisco. The spin on the occult aspect of the movie focused on cute, “Love Potion No. 9” musical numbers with a five-second scary boo—not this sinister aspect of voodoo. He suppressed a gag when the plastic faces glued onto the dolls gave off an offensive stench. They opened the French doors leading to a wide stone balcony and wandered into the corner of the broad terrace. Grateful a strong gust carried the aroma away, he hugged Stephanie from behind, one arm curving her waist, the other lightly resting below her neck, while he stared unseeing at the winking lights of the wineries dotting the Napa Valley. Is she as freaked-out as I am? “What do the dolls mean? Why the exaggerated genitalia?” “We're going to be lovers.” Eli snorted. “Nostradamus, they're not. We've already been together, Steph. It's no great leap to us being together this weekend.” Her rear end, which had been cozily nestling his groin, lifted away. Eli stifled a curse and grumbled, “Hell. Why can I never do the right thing where you're concerned?” “I am not going to be one of your women, Eli Gallagher—” Cupping a hand over her mouth, he muttered, “There hasn't been another woman in my life since last fall, since September fifth, to be exact.” “That's the day I joined the company.” She twisted in his arms. “Don't I know it? You had me, as the phrase goes, at hello,” Eli grumbled. “Now's not the time or the place for that discussion. We've been gone for over thirty minutes, honey. We have to get back in and mingle. Stick close to me, okay?”
 
 18
 
 Jianne Carlo
 
 “No need to tell me twice.” Eli stayed glued to her side all evening. Together they worked the room, did the niceties with the firm's clients, chatted with film distributors, agents, and a couple of lesser-known voiceover stars who did the cartoon and animation circuits. He grew aware of the most minor of her nuances: the slight stammer she acquired when asked too personal a question, the way she leaned in closer to him without moving her feet when too many people crowded around, the tug and play of her teeth on her bottom lip whenever another woman flirted with him. The château's estate manager and two friends joined them for the ride back to the city. Eli tamped down his rising irritation when they arrived at the hotel and the manager insisted on a drink. Stephanie pleaded tiredness and left him and the manager in the lobby. It took him thirty-seven minutes to get rid of the man, thirteen minutes to change out of his suit and text Stephanie to make sure she wasn't asleep and five more minutes before he stood in front of her door, head bowed while he gathered his wits. Before he could knock on the door, it opened, and Stephanie stood in front of him wearing faded denim jeans and an extra-large T-shirt decorated with flowered graphics from one of the movies Studio G had worked on. “Hi,” she said. Skin scrubbed clean of makeup, molasses eyes fringed by thick mahogany lashes that curled at the tips, she smiled up at him and stood to the side. “Come in. I've been waiting for you.” “All I want to do is talk.” Eli meant the words but didn't know whether his discipline would hold out. He stepped through the doorway and followed her movements as she closed the door and then ambled to the couch in front of the TV. Forcing himself to be honest, he added, “And maybe hold you, if you'll let me.” “Help yourself to a drink. There's wine and all sorts of other liquor.” She waved at the minifridge occupying an alcove to the left. “No, thanks.” Removing the temptation of her scent and nearness, he sat on the chair adjacent to the couch. “The interview's scheduled for the day after tomorrow. We have a choice of ten in the morning or two in the afternoon.” The room smelled like chocolate chip cookies baking, and his sweet tooth hurtled to life. “Cookies?”
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 Her face flamed, a wash of bright pink bursting over her skin. “I ordered from room service. Peanut and macadamia and chocolate chip. Want some?” “Is the pope Catholic? Hell yes. You didn't order milk too, did you?” In the middle of walking over to the microwave, she did a half-turn jump. Eli grinned; the woman had guilt written all over her face. “Bring on both.” He stretched his legs under the coffee table and let out a long, satisfied breath as the tension eased from bunched shoulder muscles. His lungs stammered to a halt when she bent over to retrieve the milk from the fridge. The faded denim wore her instead of the other way around, clinging lovingly to her heart-shaped ass. His mouth watered; he wanted to give her a hickey on each cheek, right where her bottom and legs met. His good intentions scattered under a typhoon-force wave of desire as she turned and propped one bare foot on a cream wall. His gaze tackled hers; he sprang off the couch, shedding his jacket as he walked. The microwave dinged.
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 Chapter Three He's going to make love to me. Again. Damn, I wish I weren't so nervous. Stephanie forced her fingers away from her palms and choked back a groan, knowing Eli could hear her choppy inhales. Clamping her teeth together, she traced his long strides as he stalked in her direction, and the memory of the bulge in his pants at Château Pontchartrain made her eyes squeeze shut. He was so not in her league, with his buffed-to-the-max martial-arts body, those soulful gray eyes, that always mussed shock of wavy ash-blond hair, and his magnetic, charismatic personality. Her pulse skittered as he neared. You can do this; you can. Planting his palms on the wall on either side of her face, he bent his head and brushed sinfully soft lips over hers. The tickle-tingle sensation sent sparks across her belly, pulling at her navel, tugging her clitoris. “You taste of chocolate and peanut butter,” he whispered, his mouth moving on hers. “Can I have a rain check on the milk and cookies? I had planned to wait, honey. I really had.” “I don't want you to.” The anticipation had made her so wet, she'd had to shower to cleanse the musky scent. “Thank God for small mercies,” he growled, trailing a finger from the tip of her collarbone across to rest his thumb on the hip-hopping pulse in the center of her throat. “Your mouth fascinates me. I used to watch these colorized black-and-white 1920s movies with my gramps. I think I have a fetish for Clara Bow lips like yours. Wanna neck for a while?”
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 How can mere words splinter my thoughts? Drain all the breathable atmosphere out of the room? Moisture drenched her labia, dampening the crotch of her jeans. How can the spicy smell of him make me cream? “Honey?” “Yes.” She rolled her shoulders, trying to ease the sudden knots hunching them together. “I gave you a hickey at the château,” he murmured and nuzzled the astonishingly supersensitive spot between nape and throat that he'd laved earlier. “Good?” His open mouth skated wet lip prints up her neck. Her head went slack, tilting to one side to give him better access. “Good,” she echoed. Without further ado, he swept her feet off the carpet, one arm across her back, the other under her knees, and made his way to the couch and then backed into the chambray upholstery. After picking up the remote she'd left on the sofa, Eli thumbed the TV's volume to a low buzz; then he reached over and switched off the side table lamp. Two tanned fingers twiddled the red cotton lettering on her T-shirt as he settled her firmly in his lap, her bent legs collapsing against the sofa's back. “What does this one say?” “Valentine Nose His Wine.” “Cute.” He kissed the tip of her nose. His thumb circled her ear, grazing the lobe, dipping into the tender whorls. Her bare feet bowed and flexed. “I spoke to security. The studio is assigning round-the-clock bodyguards to you starting tomorrow morning.” “I've been thinking about it, and I think we both overreacted. You're probably right. It's some stupid marketing promo. Really, when you think about it, who else has access to the details of our faces? I don't do publicity.” The staged voodoo ceremony at the château and the discovery of the dolls had scared her spitless, but she'd had time to calm down, and the hot shower had chased the icy chill lingering in her bones. “Better safe than sorry, Steph. Those dolls gave me the heebie-jeebies.” His finger traced the outline of her mouth, and he bent his head and covered her lips with his. Heat and embers
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 followed the wake of his velvet kisses. His hand tangled in her hair, static crackled, and air puffs and his fingers separated strands. Her scalp prickled, and her toes gripped the sofa's nubby fabric. A warm palm eased under her T-shirt, coasted over her midriff, trailed her ribs, and cupped her bare breast. A thumb rolled across her unfurling nipple. “Oh.” She moaned and squirmed in his lap, the thin material of her jeans no match for his burgeoning erection. The crotch of his pants felt damp, and the knowledge he was excited too started a furious convulsing inside her sex. Bombarded on all fronts, with his tongue lazily twirling hers, his hand kneading her nape, and his fingers rolling one taut point, her other nipple scraped the shirt's cotton, distending with each graze, and the tip burned. Desire climbed a tidal crest, reaching for the wave's peak. Her clitoris palpitated, throbbing faster, then slower, and she groaned her frustration. He swallowed the sound, his kisses all-encompassing, coaxing her tongue into his mouth. Her folds creamed, and her clit seemed all-connected—no matter where he touched, a nip on her lobe, a pinch of her nipple, a lick of her lower lip, an invisible nylon string twisted and plucked at her nubbin. The seam of her jeans created a friction that threatened combustion, but she wanted his fingers and his mouth there, not stupid cloth. “Touch me,” she pleaded. “Let me touch you.” It was as if he'd been waiting for her signal. Eli switched them around so she lay along the sofa's back, on her side, and he faced her. He cradled her cheeks between his hot palms, their faces were inches apart, and she stared at him, marveling at the storm-tossed wild glints she read in his gray eyes. “Okay?” His voice came out husky and coarse, and she loved the sound of him. “Oh yes.” Nothing had ever been so right. “Good,” he said, his hot breath sparking across her moist, swollen lips. “I've fantasized about this, about loving you and tasting every inch of you.” His tongue swept the seam of her mouth. Stephanie leaned into the caress, trying to tease him inside, trapping the flicking tip of his tongue between her lips. Her vaginal walls shuddered, echoing her neediness. Her nails dug into the hardness of his bicep, and the muscles there rippled and tautened. She squirmed closer,
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 canting her hips forward, yearning to rub against his erection, position that hardness between her thighs. Eli shifted away, putting space between them from the waist down. “I've dreamed about you too,” she said stumbling over the words. “Oh, Eli, I've wanted this for so long.” “Shush, honey, you'll make me go up in flames.” His teeth held her bottom lip captive, and he set one hand on her pelvic bone, stilling her wriggling. “We're supposed to be necking.” His magical tongue electrified every synapse in her body. Eli kissed her as if time didn't exist. Long and lazy sweeps of her teeth, small sips of one corner of her mouth, a suckle of the plump center, followed by a swift nip, then soothing licks. Her breasts ached, the nipples pulsing and throbbing and swelling to painful, hard points, her clitoris ricocheting each scorching reaction. She squeezed her legs together, but the friction only served to amplify the blazing fire heating her nubbin. Cream washed her engorged vaginal folds. Stephanie tangled her fingers in his silky hair, drawing his mouth harder against hers, opening her lips wider, and groaning when their tongues slid and slipped together. Eli suckled her sharply. She arched, her pussy clenched, and dampness slicked her inner thighs. So close, so close. “Gentle, gentle.” He soothed, breaking the kiss. “We've all night, honey.” The words reverberated against her puffy lips. “Please, Eli. I ache so much it hurts.” Angling his head, he gnawed on her earlobe and then traced each whorl. “Let's take the edge off for you, honey.” He drew the tee up her belly, sucked in a deep gasp when the material cleared her breasts, and tore it off her head, flicking the cotton to the carpet. His eyes devoured her. He licked his lips; his gaze swept from one peaked mound to the other. “Raspberries,” he crooned as one side of his mouth quirked. “My raspberries.” Sliding down on the couch, he captured her wrists as she tried to loop her hands around his neck. “No way. This is my feast, honey. My way.” Transferring both wrists into one of his hands, he stretched her arms high above her head, and a devil of a grin curved his full lips.
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 He lapped at one nipple, twirling around the tight bud, swirling the darker circle, moving to the other breast, leaving the first wet, the cool air drawing the bud to a painful turgidity. Stephanie whimpered and twisted. Longing to feel his chest grazing hers, she fought to insert one leg between his thighs. Her vaginal walls pulsed, sucked upward and in, and her head rolled from side to side. Mumbles and moans escaped her lips, and then finally his mouth clamped her breast, drawing hard, his tongue laving the underside, the pressure building until she burst into flame. Stephanie shattered, her thoughts splintering as her pussy contracted over and over. Forehead beaded with perspiration, head hanging, she didn't move even when Eli released her wrists but left her arms stretched high. “Honey,” he muttered. Hot breath, redolent of wine and cognac, fanned the top of her lip. “Tickles.” She managed to croak, unable to prevent a smile and a long sigh of utter contentment. Sliding her hands down to her sides, he brought first one palm, then the other to his mouth for a scalding lick, and then he gathered her close, murmuring praises, his lips trailing the hyperresponsive curve between her shoulder and ear. Looping her arms around his neck, she touched her mouth to his, gaining Dutch courage from a sexual bravado that had her grinning like a clown. “Wow. That was everything it's cracked up to be. But I'm guessing it'll be a zillion times better when you're inside of me.” “You're killing me.” He groaned and lifted his head to meet her gaze, a smirk crooking his lips to one side. “Why do I get the feeling that soon it's going to be a case of the pupil outsmarting the teacher?” “Eli,” she said, tracing his crewneck collar. “I've never seen you naked.” “Easily remedied,” Eli muttered as he rolled off the couch, stood, then kicked off his shoes and discarded his sweater with one quick shrug and flick. He shot his bulging crotch a wry look, pursed his lips, and shook his head. Holding out a hand, he ordered, “Come on. Let's find the bed.” A blush roasted her face, neck, and chest. She felt brazen standing up topless; her nipples tightened, and she couldn't quite meet his eyes.
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 “You're blushing all over, Steph.” He hauled her close, and she let her eyes shut when her breasts scraped the faint layer of hair covering the middle of his chest. “Feels good, honey, holding you like this. Your pointy little buds are stabbing me.” Drawing back as her eyelids flew up, she craned her neck, and quipped, “You still have on clothes.” “Enforced discipline,” he retorted. “I mean to make love to you on a soft, comfortable bed for hours. Once these pants are history, all bets are off.” With that, he scooped her into his arms; she squealed and chortled, smacking his chest lightly. Distracted by the hardness under her fingertips, Stephanie explored his broad, ripped pectorals as he carried her into the bedroom. “You're one of those hard guys in the gym, aren't you?” Fascinated by a swath of chest hair darker than the rest, she touched her lips to the spot, licked his skin, and discovered a harder ridge of flesh. “How did you get this scar?” “Schoolyard fight when I was an aggressive teenager.” He sat on the mattress and eased her onto his lap, positioning her sideways. “The lights are on.” “I know, Stephanie. I want to remember every second of tonight. To see you come again while I'm inside of you.” His hand cupped her breast, the thumb idly stroking the underside. Thick liquid trickled across her labia, slicking her inner thighs. I'm like Pavlov's dog; he touches me, and I cream. “Say something, Steph. Tell me how you feel. Tell me you want this as much as I do.” Oh, Eli, when you look at me like that, I want to give you the world. “I made Trevor in the last movie have your eyes.” Gawd, why did I blurt that? “Trevor the rodent?” From his gathered brows, she guessed he didn't take it as a compliment. “Trevor's a marmot, not a rodent, and he was the hero,” she argued. “You love all your animated characters, don't you?” Tucking a lock of her hair behind one ear, he nibbled the corner of her lips.
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 She turned her head so their mouths met. “That way I could see you every day.” “Now that's an ego boost.” His hands fumbled at the waistband of her jeans. He slipped the metal button out of its hole and yanked the brass zipper down as his tongue coaxed entry between her parted lips. Arching her back and lifting so he could slide the denim over her legs, Stephanie explored the heated warmth of his mouth, sliding her tongue across his teeth, sweeping one cheek, touching a spot behind his upper molars that made him rumble deep in his throat. Heady feminine power revved her desire, and she slipped her hand under the waistband of his boxers. He snagged her wrist. “Next time, honey. I'm too close.” “Promise?” “You're killing me.” The three words sounded rasped, and he pushed at her jeans, shoving the rough fabric over her shins, tugging them off her ankles. Wearing a pirate's grin that made her heart roll over and ache, he flung the pants to the floor. “No underwear?” His eyes squeezed shut. “Tell me you haven't done this every meeting. Tell me you wear panties to work.” “Maybe I won't next meeting.” “So pretty,” he growled, his fingers fluffing and petting her curls, one sliding between her thighs, rubbing up and down, back and forth. Already slippery and wet, her pussy spasmed, drenching his hand. Eli lifted her off his legs and shifted her onto the bed. His large hands curved under her bottom cheeks, and he pulled her to the edge of the mattress, her thighs hanging down the side of the bed. “Lie back, honey.” A scalding palm coaxed her back to the soft, downy bedcover. “Relax,” he coaxed, his tongue trailing the rim of her belly button. “My way—remember?” “Eli, I…I don't want to wait,” she protested. “Trust me, Steph,” he said. “The waiting will be sheer ecstasy. I promise.” The rough pads of his fingers explored her stomach, the whisper-light stroking a lightningbolt contrast to his calloused skin. Her belly undulated, the heat inside flashing and bursting from her core; she gripped the bedspread, her hands fisting and scrunching the soft down. “Eli,” she wailed. “Eli. Please.” He slid to the floor between her spread legs and draped her knees over his shoulders.
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 She raised her head and froze at the vision that met her eyes; Eli's head between her thighs, his features drawn taut, his bronzed cheeks flushed a cherry hue, beads of sweat clinging to the damp hair at his temples, his eyes riveted to her genitals. “You're beautiful, Steph,” he growled, and hot air sifted her wet pubic curls, scalded her drenched labia. She heard his long inhale, and her head lolled back and hit the soft down when he exhaled audibly, his breath sending scorching embers over her open, vulnerable sex. “You smell like paradise, all musk and sweetness, and your pussy's all wet and red and glistening.” In one swift jerk, he leaned forward, one palm on each thigh, the heels of his palms brushing her vaginal folds. He pressed her legs farther apart, and then he opened his lips over her clit and dragged his tongue over her throbbing nub. She fractured, hips bucking, his name erupting from deep in her throat, the climax fierce, dagger sharp, explosions raking her head to toe, the contractions igniting piercing, agonizing rapture. “That's it, honey,” he crooned. “That's my girl.” He dropped swift, light kisses from the curve of her bottom and nuzzled the spot where pussy lips and leg met; her flesh stung and buzzed. Panting, her eyelids too heavy to lift, Stephanie forced her hands open and tried to even the lifting and falling of her chest, to soothe her burning lungs. “Come for me again, Steph. One more time.” “Eli. No more. Make love to me,” she begged. “I want to feel you inside of me.” “Soon, honey, soon.” Gasping when he pushed a finger into her still-convulsing core, Stephanie protested. “I can't.” His relentless finger withdrew slowly as he murmured, “Yes, you can. I'll show you.” A large palm slid under her ass and tilted her slightly. His sizzling mouth covered her clit. Eli positioned two fingers at the entrance to her sex, circling the rim. Gawd, I'm ready again.
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 His teeth closed on her distended nubbin and Eli grazed lightly as he thrust his fingers into her. Her vagina welcomed the sweet intrusion, clamping down on the digits and fighting their retreat. He repeated the caresses, his movements torturously sluggish: plunge, bite, feather kisses, thrust, nip, teasing, openmouthed slurps, pull out, again and again and again, keeping her on the brink of orgasm. Thought, rationality burned to cinders. Stephanie pleaded, threatened, cried out his name. A film of sweat coated her body; an inferno blazed every inch of her flesh. “Now, honey. Come for me now,” he growled at the exact moment she thought she'd die from sheer ecstasy. His fingers danced faster, his teeth and tongue mimicking their frenetic rhythm, and she somersaulted into a galactic orgasm, wrenching off the mattress, breaking his hold on her. He lifted her fully onto the bed, and she felt him settle between her legs, solid and heavy and as hot as rocket flames. Her head went slack on the pillow when the crown of his penis pushed into her vagina. Her lungs stopped working as he eased into her stretching, convulsing walls. “Eli.” She grabbed his ass and arched off the bed and climaxed again as the action forced his rigid thickness to her core. “I'm a goner,” he said, his voice a husky rumble. He clamped his hands under her hips, tilting her higher, and his dick hit a spot that made her shriek. “Yeah,” he croaked. “Yeah.” He plunged, his cock hitting that spot over and over, and her climax spiraled. The tempo of his thrusts accelerated; he pumped in and out, his hot palms clenching her sides, changing the angle of his penetration, forcing her peaks higher and higher, until he shouted, his neck reared back, and he came, grinding against her clit, and she orgasmed with him.
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 Chapter Four Stephanie didn't know how long she'd been mindless. Didn't quite know when reality and actual brain function began again. Maybe when his short, sharp pants lengthened and evened. Maybe when she opened her eyes to study his profile tucked into the curve of her neck, his mouth crooked up at the corners. Maybe when she wriggled under his weight and a delicious friction cocooned her in warmth. The minute she moved, he lifted onto his forearms. Glazed gray eyes met hers. “Okay?” She smelled herself on his breath. Her pulse kicked up a notch. Suddenly embarrassed, Stephanie blinked and studied the walnut stubble gracing his jaw. “Very okay.” “Honey?” A forefinger tipped her chin up. “Did I hurt you? I know I was rough at the end there.” A long, long, contented sigh escaped her lips. “I think I might like rough, then.” Their gazes locked, the three lines creasing his forehead relaxed as a grin curved his lips. “That's my girl.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “I'm starved. How about real food, round two, and then cookies and milk? Maybe a shower somewhere in there?” “Round two?” Stephanie cupped a hand over her mouth, groaned, and then laid her palm flat on his chest. “I said that aloud, didn't I?” “You did.” His lips met the space between her brows. Oh boy. Round two. Fast-forward bang into the world of sex. Gawd, I wish I knew the rules. Shower together. No way. Dinner, dinner's safer. Distance. I need a little space. “I'm hungry too,” she replied, hunting for a way out, focusing on the spray of flattened hairs lining the ridge of his ribs.
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 “Aw, honey,” he crooned. “Don't look so worried.” Reaching a hand to her temple, he brushed his thumb, once, twice, and then glided the backs of his fingers along the line of her cheekbone. “'S okay if you're not ready for us to shower together. I'm a patient man.” Wishing she didn't blush at the drop of a penny, Stephanie attempted a nonchalant tone even as heat scaled her neck and face. “How did you…? Oh forget it.” “Your belly did this little flutter the second I mentioned the word 'shower,' and you looked away. Not to mention the fact that you turned a delicious shade of pink—all over.” He answered the question she hadn't completed. “I'm in sales. Contrary to what most people think, a good salesman listens and observes his potential client's every reaction.” I'm a client? Stephanie didn't realize she'd said the words aloud until he spoke. “No no no. The last thing you are to me is a client.” He leaned his forehead on hers. “Crap. Do you know I can sell ice to the Eskimos? Heat to desert sheikhs? Put me in the same room as you, and all I can do is stuff both feet into my mouth.” Distracted by the mingled aromas of his bourbon-scented breath, his distinctive aftershave, and the musk of sex, Stephanie's indignation seeped away as the meaning of his grumped words penetrated the orgasm-induced fog lining her brain. “Let's try again,” he said, shifting to stare directly into her eyes. “I've wanted you since the moment I set eyes on you. I screwed up our first time together. And maybe I'm a little too anxious. How's about you have a quick shower while I order room service? When you're done, I'll have mine. By then dinner should be here, and we can eat and relax. Does that sound good?” Oh, Eli. I swear my bones are liquefying. This is what scares me about you. You make the person you're speaking to feel like they're the most important person in your world. I've seen you do it a dozen times. Now you're doing it to me, and I don't know what to believe. “Steph.” He gave her a little shake. “Think of dinner as our first date. We'll take it from there. Hell, it'll kill me, but if you want me to leave afterward, I will.” Oh boy. You'd do that for me? Unable to prevent the broad smile creeping across her face, she beamed at him and gushed, “It sounds perfect.”
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 Rewarded by his tooth-baring grin, followed by a bad-boy wink, she held her breath and prayed this moment imprinted forever in her memory neurons. This is what they call a Cinderella moment. Eli Gallagher, you're going to break my heart, and I don't know how to stop you. Not quite knowing how he managed it, five minutes later Stephanie somehow found herself standing under a stream of warm water, a tad on the giddy side, palms braced on the cool tiles for support. Willing the last few brain cells left functioning to jump-start her normally sharp mind, she reached for the soap, and thank goodness, her reflexes took over. After a quick soap and shampoo, she towel dried her body and her hair, all the while debating what to wear: clothes or the hotel bathrobe. Cowardice triumphed, and she changed into a clean, oversize, scoop-necked T-shirt and another pair of jeans. “The shower's all yours,” Stephanie called out as she meandered through the bedroom finger combing her damp tresses and increasing her pace as she neared the arched entrance to the other room. “I remembered you liked seafood—” His jaw snapped shut the minute she walked through the bedroom doorway into the suite's living area. Eli's gaze roved from her damp and curling hair to her bare toes in a heartbeat, once, twice. His throat worked, and when he spoke, his voice came out as a low, graveled growl. “You are so beautiful. I am a lucky, lucky man.” Like a drenched dog, he shook his head and then straightened his shoulders. “Man, do I need a cold shower.” He wore his trousers, unbuttoned, half zipped, and not a stitch more. His arms were akimbo, emphasizing the cut of his magnificent pectorals and the statue-of-David beauty of his six-pack stomach. Pubic hair a shade darker than the ash-blond ruffled locks coating his head teased the fabric of his open fly. He was the epitome of male beauty. Stephanie swallowed, her fingers clamping the terry towel in a desperate attempt at stopping the sudden giddiness that had the room dipping. “Go sit on the couch, honey. If you come near me right now, I'm apt to pillage.” A wicked grin quirked the corners of his mouth and softened his rumbled command. “I ordered seafood marinara for you, shrimp cocktail for the two of us as an appetizer, a thick rib eye for me, and a bottle of pinot grigio. Okay with you?”
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 Thank the Lord she'd opted for underwear, since the way he looked at her, the way he licked his lips when his glance alighted on either her breasts or the V between her legs, shot cream to her labia like a repeating buckshot spray. Trying not to be obvious, she peeked at him as she obeyed his order, making her way to the couch. Spine rigid, fists balled, he traced her every step, his chest rising and falling faster with each step she took. Her skin smoldered under the intensity of his stare. Aching and burning labia made her walk with a wider-than-normal stride, and she sat gingerly on the couch, threw the towel onto the opposite chair, grabbed a pliable cushion, and plopped the velvet square over her lap. Giving her one last stare, he muttered, “I'll be less than five minutes. Food will arrive in fifteen.” Her last glimpse of his retreating body was pair of hollowed, dimpled bum cheeks as the pants slipped down his thighs. Slouching into the soft upholstery, Stephanie blew out a long sigh and hugged the pillow, squishing the soft material against her rib cage. True to his word, Eli padded back into the room no more than five minutes later, wet hair clinging to his nape, a few drops of water glistening on the cusps of his shoulders, trousers fitted around his narrow waist. She loved the way he moved, easy arrogance and confidence emanating with each long-legged strut. The loose linen couldn't hide the bunching and flexing of his powerful quadriceps, and an image of his head between her thighs as he ate at her sex shuddered lightning bolts from her naked toes through every pore, every sinew, shooting straight to her tingling clitoris. What will you taste like, Eli? I've heard the other women at work talking about blowjobs. Most of them think it's a chore. I can't wait. Will it feel as wonderful for you as it does for me, my tongue there, my mouth covering your penis, suckling the crown? “Honey. What. Are. You. Thinking?” She snapped out of the sensual daze her fantasies had provoked. His voice sounded snarled as if he were in excruciating pain. The doorbell rang. Stephanie couldn't have moved if someone held a gun to her head. He'd swiped the sweater off the floor and stood in the middle of the room, looking at her like a tiger preparing to pounce,
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 legs spread, pelvis thrust forward, the bulge at his crotch shouting evidence of his arousal. Eli's lips twitched and his jaw muscles knotted and he sucked in his cheeks. The strident ding dong went on and on, and still neither of them moved. She forgot to breathe, and a deep burn blazed along each rib. “Room service.” The bellowed announcement kick-started her brain. Eli pivoted, breaking eye contact. He pulled the sweater on, muffled expletives escaping the knit material when he wrenched it over his head. Shoving his hands into the sleeves, he then adjusted the dark cotton over the waistband of his trousers, plowed both hands through his wavy locks, then reached out and unhooked the safety catch. Time must have slowed down; the hotel attendant took forever to transfer the domed serving dishes and the plates and cutlery to the circular table adjacent to the wall opposite the couch. Stephanie heaved a relieved sigh when Eli told the man he'd uncork the wine, slipped him a greenback, and then shut the door. Trying for some sense of normality, she offered. “If you get the wine, I'll get the shrimp cocktail.” “Done.” Touching one dome, then the other three, she lifted the coldest one and squealed. “Eli. Just how many shrimp did you order?” At least two dozen prawn-sized, fat pink shrimp curved against one wide glass bowl set in ice, the center filled with ruby red sauce. “I've seen you eat, Stephanie Grant. You may look slender and delicate, but you eat like a horse.” He delivered the insult like a love poem. “I can't abide women who pick at their food.” Deft hands worked the cork out of the bottleneck as he talked. “I have this theory—anyone who picks at food has a similar attitude to most things in life—particularly sex. Give me a woman who'll scarf down a hamburger and fries over one who will only eat a mouthful any day.” Stephanie burst out laughing. “It's amazing the way you can turn what most women would consider the worst insult possible into a compliment.” “Ah, but I'm touched by the blarney stone, you see,” Eli drawled. “My great-great-grandpa was born in Dunkineely, Ireland.”
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 “And I just know you were born clutching a four-leaf clover,” she quipped. “So that's where the famous Gallagher charm comes from.” Stephanie shook her head. “Iggie swears you could charm the blarney stone from Irish possession. Now I understand he meant it literally.” The sexual tension crackling between them subsided to a simmer. Eli insisted on feeding her each shrimp, and she demand equal opportunity. Eli's magnetic personality reared, and she surrendered to his charismatic allure and relaxed. Conversation flowed as easily as a spring brook swelled by a winter melt-off. They laughed and learned each other's likes and dislikes in food, sports, books, and movies. He took every opportunity to touch her, brushing a finger over her nipple, licking cocktail sauce from her lip, edging her T-shirt to bare her navel, feathering kisses along her waist. They both cleaned their plates and shared tastes of each other's entrées. Stephanie speared the last bite on her dish—half a lobster tail chunk—and set it on his side plate. Eyes narrowing, Eli stabbed his fork into the succulent meat and reached across the circular divide to tease the seam of her mouth with the tomato-sauced seafood. He dared her to give the lobster morsel to him without using her hands. Taking the sweet seafood off the fork, she held it between her teeth, pushed the chair back, and jiggled her hips as she made her way to his side of the table, feeling sexy and feminine and confident. The chair squeaked when he shoved his chair sideways. Straddling his thighs, she steadied herself by planting her toes on the carpet and then looped her arms around his neck. The gray corona surrounding his midnight pupils held silver streaks from the half-light of the lamp standing to the left of the table. Desire drew his features taut, the hollows in his cheeks rippled when she shifted, centering her pussy on his unyielding erection. Stephanie had only drunk two glasses of wine with dinner, yet her mind spun, and she couldn't focus, too passion intoxicated, too inebriated by the smell of him, the touch of him, the feel of him, to do anything but follow her instincts. Eli's tongue tipped the corner of her mouth, lingered along the outline of her lower lip; the lobster quivered and dipped. Stephanie inhaled a short, sharp breath devoid of calming oxygen.
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 His teeth caught her flesh and bit down, the pleasure whirling to that excruciating abyss hovering between pain and bliss. She moaned; the lobster piece fell into the scooped neck of her T-shirt, moist, sticky. “Horizontal. We need to get horizontal, honey.” Eli heaved to his feet. “Wrap your legs around me.” Complying with his command, she buried her nose in his chest and breathed in Eli. Each stride he took amplified her need to have him inside of her, and the brief walk to the bedroom seemed like eternity. They fell onto the bed. The mattress puffed and dented under her spine, and Stephanie crossed her legs around his back and held on tight. Eli slanted his lips over hers. She tasted the smoky crust of the steak he'd eaten, probed the roof his mouth, and he made a choked sound, a combo moan-growl. A surge of adrenaline made her bolder; she nipped the tip of his tongue. He pushed the T-shirt above her breasts; the lobster bounced as she arched and tumbled across the floral comforter. Both their heads swiveled to the chunk. Eli chortled and said, “I've got way better things to eat.” Stephanie's smile faded when his mouth latched onto her peaked nipple. His jagged, powerful suckles coiled her pussy muscles tight. His fingers groped the button of her jeans, and he freed the waistband. His lips continued to torture her aching buds while he unzipped her fly and edged the denim wide. A large, damp, hot palm slid along her belly, curved over her mound, and he rubbed her swollen labia and then pinched her clitoris with a firm, hard twist. The climax tore through her like a tornado funnel cloud, narrow and sucking at one end, spreading and widening up her body until she splintered into infinity. Thought vanished, only shards of sensation existed. Fire and ice sparked tingles on her forearms, every inch of flesh on her body reverberated. His spicy scent drifted to her nose, soothing her jangling nerves. The soft swipe of his tongue in the hollow of her throat calmed her jumping pulse. Eli's arms enfolded her, enveloping her in his heat. He petted her, combing her hair, pressing soft kisses up her neck, murmuring words that drifted on the edges of her mind.
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 Gradually her ragged breathing evened, but her heightened senses couldn't compete with reality; desire ruled her brain. “Eli,” she whispered and opened her eyes to find him staring at her, his features pinched, his lips flattened. “Come inside me.” “I'm a goner.” His arms slipped away. He sprang off the bed, dug in his back pocket, retrieved three circular packets, threw them on the bedside table, and shoved off his pants. Mind fracturing when the silky, striped boxers went the way of the dinosaurs the day meteorites collided with planet Earth, Stephanie's jaw sagged, and her lungs burned. Had he worn a condom before? The sight of his jutting erection scattered rationality the way a hurricane-force gust whipped debris into a cloud of dust. She'd only had too-brief glimpses of his penis, but those had been burned into her brain. Images that reared and wrestled her self-control at the most inopportune moments—in a marketing meeting, when she passed him at the watercooler, that dreamy moment between sleeping and waking. Gawd. So beautiful. I will taste you, Eli Gallagher, before this weekend ends. I need that memory. I'll treasure it forever. Long blue veins swollen, his sleek purple-red skin seemed too tight for the palpitating, thickening organ. His cock stood erect, the crown jerking the rim of his innie belly button, patches of moisture glistening in the glow of a bedside lamp. Her memory hadn't been deceptive; he was huge. Hung like a stallion, as every female employee of Todd Technologies, even those over the age of sixty, so frequently pointed out. Tearing the foil with his teeth, he then tried to extract the rubber, but it flew out of his grasp. “Shit.” The expletive gathered her skittering thoughts. “I'm on the pill.” His Adam's apple bobbed three or four times, and he groaned. “I'm clean, Steph. There's been no one save you for five months. Shit.” He shook his head. “You shouldn't take my word for it. You should make me take a test, honey, but I swear I'd never give you anything.”
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 His words didn't register once she focused on his twitching erection. “I don't remember it being that big.” “I'm a goner.” He grunted the three words. The mattress curved when Eli rolled onto the bed. She smiled when he reached for her bunched jeans, and she saw that his fingers were trembling. Digging her heels into the bed, she shoved the pants down past her knees and kicked them off. His arm remained suspended; his hand now balled so tight, the skin around his knuckles paled. When she inserted her thumb under the rolled-up T-shirt, he jerked into action, tugging the fabric over her head and tossing it high. “I love your mouth,” he rasped. Molding one hand over her sex, he slanted his lips over hers and ate at her mouth, nipping, soothing, laving, tongue rocking in and out while his fingers glided up and down. His thumb pressed her clitoris, rubbing tight, hard circles. He inserted one finger, then another; all the while his tongue tangoed hers. Her hips rose off the bed, and she ground into his palm, moaning, fever razing her skin. He pinched her nubbin, and Stephanie rode wave after wave, spiraling higher and higher. All at once Eli settled between her thighs and edged her legs farther apart. He gripped her hips; the head of his dick rimmed her vagina, fucking her folds, teasing her entrance, driving her to cry out, “Now, Eli. Now, for pity's sake.” “Hands above your head,” he ordered. “Fingers locked together.” Mindlessly she obeyed, clutching at a pillow and crushing the soft down. Teeth bared, gray irises darkened to coal, he tucked the crooks of his arms under her knees, positioned his cock at her pussy, and thrust, sheathing his dick to the hilt and nudging her womb with the crown. Bucking in and out of her as his mouth enveloped her nipple and areola, suckling hard, he sawed his teeth over the rigid point lightly as he thrust higher, deeper. Panting audibly, his pelvis pumping faster and faster, he threw his head back, and his nostrils flared.
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 Wanting to see him finish, to stamp his ecstasy into her memory, Stephanie tried to keep her eyes open, but she was on overload, nerves jangling, labia swollen and oversensitized, the friction of his cock sheer bliss, prickling pain and pleasure. “Come with me, Steph. Look at me, honey. Look.” Eli's face was bathed in sweat; his chest glistened. He looked primitive, wild, a caveman warrior, and the grimace he wore shouted a conqueror's victory. His thumb pressed her clit; her eyes rolled back in her head, and she climaxed, vacuuming his dick so forcefully that his balls slapped her pussy, wreaking another series of explosive convulsions. Eli collapsed on top of her, and his solid weight somehow added to the joy and satisfaction wrapping her heart, warming her from the inside out. She stroked his back, rubbed her toes on his calf, kissed his collarbone, and then impulsively licked along the ridge of his shoulder. Leveraging onto his forearms, he peppered closemouthed kisses on her forehead, the edge of one eyebrow. “You're still hard,” she said, unable to keep the marvel from her tone. “Not for long. You milked me dry. Damn, but you feel good. Tight and hot.” “Can I touch you next time?” “I need to recoup,” he grumbled. “You may be in your twenties, Stephanie Grant, but I turn thirty soon, so round three will have to wait until I can rebuild my depleted reserves.” Her cheeks flamed. “I was trying to let you know you were heavy.” “You're too cute. Your little toes are still tickling my leg, and your hands are busy kneading my buns, honey. And if you'll notice, I'm no longer deadweight.” “Eli?” “Hmm?” Shyness knotted her tongue, and she had to take a couple of deep inhales before words formed. “Thank you.” He stiffened, tipped her chin with a finger, and growled, “I'll tar your backside if you ever thank me for making love to you again. A more appropriate comment might be, Eli Gallagher, you are one helluva lover, or your dick is paradise on earth. Stuff like that.”
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 He flashed her a grin so devil-may-care and boyish, she melted. “How about milk and cookies for breakfast?” “Breakfast?” She twisted to look at the clock and moaned. “Six thirty. Isn't our first meeting at ten?” “All the more reason to fuel up now.” He lifted his brows a few times. “Let's call the milk and cookies a necessary snack. I'll have you for breakfast.” The room telephone rang at that precise moment, the sound so unexpected, Stephanie yelped, scrambled out from under him, and snatched at the receiver on the bedside table. “Hello,” she said, knuckling one eye and blinking reality into focus. “Hi, Chris. What's up?” “Sorry to disturb you so early in the morning, sweetie, but we have a catastrophe in the making. Three of the digital copies of Valentine Voodoo have gone kaput, and our server's been hacked.”
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 Chapter Five Any remnants of sexual indolence vanished; Stephanie scooted along the mattress until her backbone hit the headboard. Her brain processed thoughts on double time. Someone had stolen three copies of Valentine Voodoo. Why? How had anyone known the finals were in? Only a select few had seen the definitive version of the movie. Ignatius and Bill Harris, CEO of Dreamcoast Animation, had decided two days ago which one of the three possible endings would be in the actual release. “We haven't even done any internal screenings,” Stephanie argued. “It was an inside job,” Chris said, her tone flat. “Eli Gallagher's with you on this jaunt, isn't he?” Stephanie's stomach reacted as if she'd gobbled several roadside tacos south of the border. “You, of all people, should know that.” Her eyes crossed as she tried not to glance to Eli. “He's there with you right now, isn't he?” “Yes.” Stephanie kept her gaze focused on her bare toes. “You, I, Ignatius, and Sam are the only ones who know about the missing DVDs. Don't breathe a word to Eli.” Sam Taylor, Todd Technologies' VP of security, and Ignatius were college frat brothers. The two men had known each other for decades, but Sam had joined the company only three months earlier. His mandate—to overhaul the office network and lock down information. They suspect Eli. Bile, bitter and acrid, welled up her throat. “Steph?” “I heard you.” “Sam wants to keep everything under wraps. He's baiting a trap for the thief.”
 
 Valentine Voodoo
 
 41
 
 Dawn peeked through a slit in the dark curtains on the far side of the room, and the sun's rays streamed through, highlighting dancing dust motes. A chill settled in Stephanie's chest, and she pulled the bedcovers over her shoulders. “Got it.” “The list of suspects includes Wonder Boy Gallagher, sweetie. And to think I threw you two together this weekend hoping you'd work out your differences.” A fist squeezed Stephanie's vocal cords, and she had to swallow twice before she managed to say, “I figured that much out.” Eli rolled off the bed and ambled into the other room. Seconds later, the muffled sounds of the morning news droned in the background. “I know—I shouldn't have played matchmaker. Honestly I can't see Eli ruining his career by doing this, but you know the kind of money we expect to gross with this release. Whoever stole those imprints stands to make millions. We're talking eight figures, minimum.” Stephanie choked back a moan. “And the thief has to have connections in the industry.” She squeezed her eyes shut, but shutting out vision couldn't stop her from blurting, “And everyone knows Eli's all about the money.” “Unfortunately he is, and he does know everyone who's anyone in the biz.” Chris blew out a long sigh. “Keep your eyes open, sweetie, and if he meets with any of the distributors on the sly, call me, Sam, or Ignatius right away. I e-mailed you Iggie's direct number.” A fully dressed Eli, beaming from ear to ear, walked through the doorway. He paused, shot her a head-to-toe glance, then absently sipped from one of the two cups of coffee he carried. His gaze fixated on the phone glued to her ear, and his sandy brows grouped into a V as he stalked to the bed. He offered the steaming brew to her, and she waved at the bedside table. Depositing the requisite hotel white mug on the table, he then drew the curtains open and faced the open window and the view of the city of San Francisco. “Anything else I need to know?” Stephanie asked, her eyes tracing the taut sinews of his broad back. “Not really. Just call if you notice anything off-kilter.” “How're the girls?”
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 “Omigod, Ashley sat up on her own without falling over for at least ten seconds yesterday. Amanda just sort of blinked up at her.” The conversation ended on more news of Christine's five-month-old twin daughters, with Stephanie making the appropriate cooing comments on autopilot. “What's up? I take it that was Christine Dunlop?” Eli swung around to face her the second she set the receiver on its stand. “Yes. I have to make a few last-minute changes to Valentine Voodoo.” She pasted a smile on her face and prayed her lips wouldn't crack. “I'm going to have to put in a couple of hours right away.” “They work you too hard,” Eli said, moving to sit next to her on the mattress. “I keep telling Iggie he needs to acquire more talent. You can't do it all.” She fought not to whip her head in his direction. He wanted her replaced? Anger simmered the blood in her veins and arteries. While sipping the coffee to prevent her temper from surfacing, she twisted, set the mug on the table, and took a deep breath. “Eli, I'm going to have to dive into work.” Splaying a hand, he interrupted her. “I know when I'm being kicked out, and we all know your devotion to the company.” They parted on a tense, irritated note. Eli attempted to kiss her on the mouth; she turned at the last minute, and his lips brushed her cheek. Three hours later, Château Pontchartrain's public relations manager, Genevieve Drummond, joined them in the limo on the journey to Dreamcoast Animation's corporate park. Relieved the woman prevented any intimate conversations between her and Eli, Stephanie stared out the window, her thoughts disjointed, her feelings skipping across the emotional planet, joy, fear, elation, depression. The beginnings of a low-buzz headache settled in the back of her skull. I know you crave the status symbols money can buy, Eli, but I refuse to believe my judgment's so off-kilter. Eli had quit school three courses short of his degree after closing his first multimilliondollar agreement. The tale of the twenty-year-old Eli coaxing a record-breaking contract from Asia Springstone, the notorious hard-drinking chairman of Southern Adventures, the largest chain of amusement parks in the nation, was the stuff of Todd Technologies urban legends.
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 Rumor had it, given a choice between an orgy and a commission, Eli had quipped, “Give me a dollar value on the orgy.” His focus on designer clothing and accessories, the famous seven-thousand-dollar Hermès one-of-a-kind shoes, was the reason Stephanie had battled her instant attraction to him. Scornful of his flamboyance, she'd chalked him up as egotistical, shallow, and a quitter. Did you steal the imprints, Eli? Seven people at Todd Technologies had access to the original and the copies: Ignatius; his wife, Lisa; Sam Taylor; Christine Dunlop; Sales VP Jefferson Boyd; Eli; and herself. To make money on the theft, whoever'd stolen Valentine Voodoo had to have a couple of major pirates lined up for the illegal distribution. The emerging nations of the world formed the prime markets for pirated media, which meant every country on the planet, save the United States and Britain, considered pirating to be a neutral activity, too seemingly victimless to warrant criminal pursuit. Pirate sites made money off the advertisers and promoted pirated copies as freebies. Add to that the growing numbers of the population of both the United States and Britain who deemed downloading so-called freebies as a right, and the sums to be made accelerated exponentially. The limo's brakes squealed, jerking Stephanie back to reality. On autopilot, she scrambled out of the vehicle. Valentine Voodoo's creator, Bill Harris, greeted them when they arrived at Dreamcoast Animation's headquarters. “Stephanie Grant, I can't tell you what a pleasure it is to finally meet you.” Bespectacled, shaggy haired, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt emblazoned with Valentine's mouse face, Bill's features reflected the rodent's from the owlish, round glasses to the aquiline nose to the slightly unsymmetrical cheek dimples when he grinned. “I've so been looking forward to us actually working together.” Stephanie pumped his hand. “I mean in person, not virtually.” They'd worked on the movie nonstop since she joined Todd Technologies' subsidiary, Studio G. Bill marched to the beat of a different drummer, and she'd come to respect his eccentricity and his unconventional sense of humor over the last five months. “Bill.” Eli's voice held a snapped edge of irritation; he stepped around Stephanie, one arm outstretched.
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 Bill dropped Stephanie's hand and shook Eli's. Genevieve, a drop-dead-stunning brunette who bore an eerie resemblance to Megan Fox, joined Stephanie. “Hi, Bill.” Stephanie swore she saw a lightning bolt crackle from Bill's eyes to Genevieve's. “Genevieve,” Bill said as he pushed his glasses up his nose. “Eli, you didn't mention that Ms. Drummond would be gracing us with her presence.” Eli's gray eyes trapped Stephanie's, and one walnut brow winged up. He had noticed the tension between Bill and Genevieve too. Are Bill and Genevieve involved? She shook her head and deliberately focused on the scenery. Nestled into the Cascade Mountains' foothills, Dreamcoast's headquarters blended seamlessly with the dense pine forests hugging the building concrete's walls. A chill gust bristled the emerald-needled trees; Stephanie shivered and half turned to the limo, wanting to retrieve the thick sweater she'd left on the vehicle's seat. “I got you,” Eli muttered, holding the wool cardigan out for her arms. Bill and Genevieve moved to the left, the two climbing the broad stairs leading to the building's entrance. Heads bent together, their murmured conversation trailed away as they drifted out of hearing distance. Eli's distinctive scent that of Hermès Bel Ami, an aftershave redolent of moss and woods and leather, with a hint of lemon and sandalwood. It seeped into her pores. His body radiated heat, and every follicle on hers saluted in reaction to his proximity, to the intensity of his dilated pupils. All at once she yearned to go back in time, to earlier that morning, to the feeling of his heavy weight on top of her, to before Chris's phone call. She'd crossed a threshold last night, only to brake and fall back after Chris broke the news of the stolen DVDs. “What the hell's wrong, Steph?” She fitted an arm into a sleeve. “You won't look me in the eye. You won't let me touch you. How did I screw up this time?” Damn it, he sounded pissed and hurt, and she had clammed up on him.
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 Shrugging the soft knit material over her other arm, she answered without thinking. “You didn't screw up, Eli. It's me this time. I have a few things to work out.” “Are we breaking up before we even get started?” Eli's scowl mottled her insides; locusts swarmed her stomach. “I don't get it. Last night was amazing. I know you enjoyed it. Shit, Steph. At the end you were coming nonstop.” He dragged both hands through his hair, leaving a path of odd-angled spikes and spears. Eli only mussed his hair when his frustration level neared an explosive blast of curses. She gritted her teeth and homed in on the first part of his tirade. “Since when did a one-night stand become a relationship for you?” Eyes narrowed, he covered her shoulders with his hands. “Last night was not a one-night stand. Crap, Stephanie, you had unprotected sex with me. Twice. You trusted me enough not to use a condom.” He gave her a little shake. “What the hell happened in the space of three hours?” Chris is wrong. The Eli I know would never stoop to theft. No, he'd walk out bold and brave and announce he was taking the imprints. She covered his hands with hers and met his staring scowl. “I didn't want you to feel beholden. And you never actually said anything definitive about us having a relationship.” His eyes crossed. “What about the fact that I haven't slept with another woman since I met you isn't definitive? You need the words. Fine. I want you. Only you. And I want the whole world to know that you're mine.” His fingers bit into her shoulders. The hard lump that had formed in her chest melted, and her bones dissolved as a flash of volcanic heat that shot from her little toes to the tips of her ears. “Okay,” she whispered. Eli's jaw worked. He drew back, then cupped her chin. “Okay?” “Hey, you two lovebirds.” Bill's shout made Stephanie literally jump. “We have meetings to attend, and the clock's ticking.” “I want to kiss the stuffing out of you,” Eli growled. “I want to be inside you so baaad that I'm hurting, honey.”
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 Her vagina walls did a quick clench and jerk, and sticky cream drenched her lacy thong. “You're making me wet.” The fingers framing her jaw tightened, and his cheeks hollowed. “Hold that thought, honey.” He dropped a kiss on the tip of her nose. “I'll try to rearrange our schedule so we can get out of here early.” The sun rose higher in the sky; warm rays dusted her cheeks and made the gold shots in Eli's gray irises deepen. Above them, birds chirped and squawked; the whirring of flapping wings took on a low drone as a flock of red-breasted sparrows flew an oval formation against a clear azure sky. “I forgot my purse,” Stephanie said as she reached through the limo's open door, retrieved her faux Louis Vuitton handbag, and slung the brown leather straps over one shoulder. Eli entwined her fingers with his, and they followed Bill and Genevieve through the revolving-glass-door entrance. The building's lobby made Stephanie gasp. “Spectacular, huh?” Eli squeezed her hand. “I knew you'd love it.” Twin waterfalls cascaded down a three-inch-thick marble, rock, and lichen border, which framed a high-def LCD screen that must have measured twenty by forty feet. Images dissolved and reformed: Mount Lassen's snow-covered peak, long, narrow valleys, emerald meadows dotted with wildflowers of every hue, the camera soaring and falling as if the lens wore wings. “We tagged random birds with minuscule cameras,” Bill explained. “Sparrows, a few peregrine falcons, a couple of ducks. There are cameras in the brooks and the streams, in trees. The LCD is programmed to a sixty-second variation from one camera to another. But half of what you see is CGI.” Half? Steel gaze bonded to the screen, she tried to discern reality from computer animation but couldn't. “Wow. This is better than anything I've ever, ever seen.” “Stop, Bill. You're making Stephanie drool.” Eli draped an arm around her shoulder, hauling her closer. Bending his head, he whispered, “You're having a graphic orgasm—aren't you, honey?” Warm, coffee-scented breath swirled her earlobe, and she met his twinkling gaze.
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 Stephanie wriggled her tingling toes. Eli Gallagher's mere presence magnified her sense of smell, sharpened her vision, and made her lungs work harder. I'm done for. I'll do anything you want, Eli, anything. And if you did take those DVDs, you must have had a good reason. “Interested in seeing how it works?” Stephanie gave herself a mental shake. “Of course.” “I figured you'd be,” Bill stated. “I've arranged with our VP of technology, Shane Smith, to give you a tour and show you how we pull in the CGI parts.” “But what about the meeting?” “You three made good time, and the screening room won't be ready for half an hour,” Bill explained. “You go ahead and enjoy the tour. Eli, Genevieve, and I will go over the PR.” Shane Smith looked nothing like a computer genius. His face had the planes and angles of Ewan McGregor, but he had the stocky build, coloring, and five o'clock, stubbled shadow of a Mafia thug. “It's good to finally meet you, Stephanie,” Shane said as he shook her hand. “I've enjoyed our virtual collusion for Valentine.” “Same here, Shane. I particularly liked those shots you sent of Château Pontchartrain.” “Actually Genevieve Drummond's responsible for all of those. “ Shane checked his watch. “We'd better get a move on.” Talk about not judging a book by the cover; Shane proved he deserved his Mensa membership, and her thirty minutes on tour with him soared on the wings of an eagle. Enthralled and more than a little drunk on the beyond-the-leading-edge gadgets and software Dreamcoast's whiz-kid employees created right before her eyes, Stephanie lingered in the technology lab. Shane had to pry her off a machine that instantly displayed on an immense LCD the letter of the keyboard Stephanie pictured in her head. “Omigod,” she said. “Thank you. That was incredible. Wow. Are you ever lucky. I'd never go home.”
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 “Tell you a little secret—most nights I don't,” Shane quipped as he led her back to the lobby. “Lots of sleeping on a couch?” “Nah, we have six small bedrooms off the studio. When we're on deadline, we work around the clock.” Shane halted as he rounded the corner, and they both glimpsed Bill, Genevieve, and Eli waiting near the waterfall. “I'll leave you here.” Shane shot her a smile. “You're in good hands.” As Stephanie and Shane approached the center of the lobby, Genevieve flashed Shane a half-smile and then strolled in the direction of the glass elevator. “Did you bring the movie trailer?” Bill asked as Stephanie halted about a foot away from him. “Of course. I have it stored on a DVD and a USB drive in here.” Stephanie jiggled the rectangular purse rimming her hip. “I have to thank you, Bill. That tour was incredible. Too bad we don't have any other joint projects planned.” “Can you believe the way she lights up about software and hardware?” The morning sun shifted over Eli's profile, and Stephanie's pulse jogged. His pinkie curled around hers, and he gave her hand a little squeeze. Gizmos and machines don't make the world fall away; they don't string a tightrope from my heart to my nipples. “You're more than welcome. I love showing off my toys to people who can really appreciate them. The screening room's all set up.” Bill waved her and Eli ahead, then cupped Genevieve's elbow and led her into the see-through elevator. “I haven't seen the trailer as yet. Iggie wanted it to be a surprise. We've set up a real-time satellite link to Bradenton. My sales and marketing teams are waiting to see it.” As the elevator shot to the penthouse office, Stephanie unzipped her purse and fumbled through the first compartment, searching for the DVD case and the oval USB drive. Her fingers encountered tackiness, and her nails scraped a thick goop that burned on contact. “Ouch.” Stephanie yanked her hand out of the bag. “What the heck?” Holding open the purse, she peered inside.
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 “What's wrong?” Eli asked. The elevator bumped to a stop, bells dinged, and the doors slid open. “Something must have spilled in my purse. My fingertips are stinging. I don't think this is spilled hand cream.”
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 Chapter Six “The DVD and the USB drive are ruined,” Bill stated. “But of course you have backups in Bradenton.” “I'm sure we do,” Eli agreed. A greenish hue tinted Stephanie's snowy complexion, and she looked ready to empty her stomach. The sink in the bathroom off Bill's office held the contents of her purse, all covered in a tacky mixture of Vaseline and, according to Dreamcoast's lab tests, sulfuric acid. “Thank God you didn't stick your fingers in there for long. Look at what it's done to your wallet.” Eli tunneled one hand through his hair as he studied the acid-burned holes in the leather. “How did the acid get in there? Are you sure the purse was always with you?” “Of course I'm sure. I took the DVD and the USB out of my laptop case and put them in my purse before I left the hotel room this morning.” The pads of Stephanie's index and forefinger had reddened from contact with the acid in her handbag. Dreamcoast's on-call physician had examined her hand and declared the damage minimal, but Eli's brain hadn't processed past panic. Who the fuck wants to harm Stephanie? The acid could've eaten her skin raw. He swallowed past the acridity rising up his throat. Even though they'd opened all the doors leading to the wraparound balcony encircling Bill's top-floor office, Eli's eyes still stung from the fumes lingering in the bathroom. “You didn't put the purse down in the lobby or rest it somewhere for a few seconds?” Genevieve Drummond asked. “No, it was on my shoulder the whole time.” Eli grabbed her hand again and squinted at her fingers. I'm going to pound the son of a bitch into next week.
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 “Has the burning stopped?” His voice came out hoarsened. “I'm okay, Eli,” she answered. “Really.” “Someone dumped sulfuric acid into your purse,” Eli said. “And where the hell are the bodyguards that were supposed to show up this morning? First that voodoo-doll incident yesterday, now this.” “Voodoo-doll incident?” Bill shoved his glasses up his nose. Eli spat out a summary of the event. “I approved all of the promos for the winery for Valentine Voodoo's preview.” Genevieve's perfect, even tan took on an ashen cast. “I can promise you we never hired any voodoo priests and priestesses. The target audience for the movie is five- to eight-year-olds. Dolls with genitals.” She shook her head. “No way.” “I think I need to sit down,” Stephanie muttered, and she gripped the rounded porcelain sink so tightly that the skin covering her knuckles stretched taut and paled. She swayed, and Eli swore a blue streak and caught her up in his arms. “You need to lie down for a few minutes.” Striding back into Bill's cavernous office, he headed straight for a plush leather sofa and sat, cradling Stephanie against his chest. “I can't remember the last time I've felt so scared. What the hell's happening? Why would anyone want to hurt you, honey?” “Eli, someone stole three of the movie DVDs and hacked into the server yesterday. That was what Chris told me when she called this morning,” Stephanie whispered in his ear, her lips and hot breath tickling the whorls. For a second his numbed mind didn't react, then two and two added to a hundred and one, and his jaw muscles jerked and twitched. “Let me guess. I'm a suspect. That's what got into you this morning. Dunlop told you not to tell me, didn't she?” A wave of emotion sizzled nerves still raw and jangling from the near miss Stephanie had suffered into a fury Eli hadn't felt since his father had died and left him to cope with the family's finances when he should have been a carefree college student. “You believed me capable of theft?” His voice rose with each word he snarled.
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 Avoiding his gaze, she mumbled, “I'm sure you had a good reason if you took them.” She stared at the wall of windows sheathing a view of curved pine trunks and dense branches bearing luxuriant bottle green leaves. He wanted to shake her silly. His teeth ground together so hard, he figured his eyeteeth would chip any second. “Damn it, Steph. You couldn't have had a little faith! For crap's sake, just because I'm a salesman doesn't mean that I don't have ethics. Why in the fuck would I steal the movie when I've negotiated a nine-figure distribution contract? I get a three percent commission. Do you know how much I make on this deal?” He shook her now and brought his face inches away from hers. “Stop hollering,” she said through gritted teeth. “For your information, I didn't think for a minute you'd go behind anyone's back. Not you, Mr. Macho Salesman. No, you'd walk right out with the damned DVDs and tell everyone to go stuff it where the sun don't shine.” “Damn right I would,” he shouted. “I'll set off the fire sprinklers if you two don't calm down.” Bill plopped onto one of the chairs in front of the couch. “I gather we have missing imprint DVDs?” “Yes,” Stephanie replied. “Three are missing, and our server was hacked yesterday.” “With all due respect,” Bill said, “it seems we have a conspiracy on our hands.” He flipped a finger. “One—three missing DVDs. Two—server breached. Three—unexpected voodoo entertainment. Four—book trailers destroyed. I called Iggie about the trailer and the acid. He's flying out as soon as possible.” Eli's arms tightened when Stephanie tried to wriggle out of his lap. “Don't even try it,” he growled, his self-discipline fraying in the face of her betrayal. “Someone's trying to sabotage Valentine Voodoo's launch. Why?” “Asia?”Genevieve suggested. “You know Southern Adventures has been trying to broaden its base and diversify into film and multi-media. Cupid's Arrow is the company's first movie, and it releases the same day as Valentine. We all know Asia wouldn't hesitate to derail the Valentine launch.” “He's too smart for a dumb move like this,” Bill argued.
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 “Not if he's on a bender,” Genevieve retorted. “According to Asia's VP of finance, he's made some shaky investments over the last couple of years. Southern Adventures is bleeding red like there's no tomorrow. Asia needs Cupid to be a blockbuster.” When Eli'd first started in the business, Genevieve and Asia had been the go-to Hollywood power couple. Asia's finance VP and Genevieve had had a fling last year. When the paparazzi blasted her affair on every front-page rag, the resulting scandal had fractured their troubled marriage. Their recent vicious divorce and the prolonged lawsuit over the prenuptial contract she'd signed had prompted headlines and provided ample fodder for comedians and talk-show hosts. Eli cut her a surreptitious glance, the old proverb about a woman scorned waltzing the corners of his mind. “Asia's been sober for over a year,” Bill stated. “We've been discussing an amusement ride themed around Newt Nocturne, the otter from our last animated short. I can't see him going off the deep end when there's so much money to be made.” “You weren't at the wine tasting last night, Genevieve,” Stephanie said. Fine lines formed as her eyes narrowed and she squinted against the bright sunshine flooding the room. “I had a meeting in the city and got caught in the rush-hour traffic caused by a closed lane on the Bay Bridge. By the time I got to the château, everyone was all gone.” Eli didn't like the convenient excuse. “Make a few calls, Genevieve. Find out who hired those voodoo bozos to perform yesterday.” The phone intercom on Bill's desk buzzed and glowed. “Bill, Mr. Mason's on his way here. His jet should touch down in three hours.” “Between my office desktop and my notebook, I think I can recreate the trailer. But my laptop's at the hotel. I forgot my extra battery and left it charging.” Stephanie shifted on Eli's lap. The flat press of her ass on his cock distracted him for a second, and he didn't register her fingers digging into his bicep at first as a signal. “It might be best if we head back to the hotel right away, Bill.” Eli cut Stephanie a sideways glance and caught the slight approving dip of her chin. “There isn't much we can do here today.”
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 “Of course. If you leave now, you'll avoid rush hour.” Bill set his glasses at the top of the bridge of his nose. “I'll get IT to put together a care package.” Fifteen minutes later, armed with a grab bag of technology goodies, multiple USB drives, a couple of external DVDs, and JPEGs of Valentine from different angles, Eli maneuvered Stephanie into the waiting limousine. Since the routes to Château Pontchartrain and San Francisco required a detour in order to drop her off, Genevieve opted to rent a car and drive back to her office. “Do you really think you can put together a copy of the trailer?” Eli asked the minute the limo started to crawl down Dreamcoast's graduated driveway. “Or was that an excuse to get out of there?” “A bit of both,” she admitted. “I couldn't stand any more of Genevieve's snide remarks about Asia. She really hates her ex. Eli, about the DVDs.” She wrung her hands together. “Chris shocked the daylights out of me with the news. I didn't really know what to think.” “I'd never for a second believe you capable of theft. It galls to know you actually considered the notion for me.” He had no intention of letting her off the hook. Glancing at the paper bag that held the contents of her purse, he relented a tad. “I just can't figure out how the acid got into your handbag. Are you positive it was always in your possession?” Gathering thunderclouds obliterated the sun, and the insides of the limo darkened; the temperature dipped, and Stephanie hugged her arms. “Positive. I rushed out of the hotel room because I was running a little late. Wait a minute.” She drew her legs onto the seat and sat yogastyle, arranging the loose skirt and tucking the silken material under her feet. “I let housekeeping in just before I left the room, freshened up in the bathroom, and then I picked up my purse from the living room and headed to the lobby.” “That's a stretch.” Eli tucked his hands behind his head, slumping into the far door and propping his feet on the opposite seat. “Housekeeping put the acid in your purse? I don't buy that. It had to be someone at Dreamcoast. Wait a minute—why did you have the only copy of the movie trailer?” “I have the only copy outside of those stored in the safe in the New York bank. Chris wanted added security, so my laptop was never connected to the office network. I used USB drives and that one DVD when I worked on it.”
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 Eli's cell vibrated. He shot a glance at the LCD screen and then groaned. “Hold that thought, honey. I have to take this.” The incoming number came from the CEO of the latest deal he was working, a great guy, but long-winded and detailed. “That's okay,” she said, flashing him a sympathetic smile. “I'll call my parents in the meantime.” A full ninety minutes and several phone calls later, Eli stuffed his phone into his jacket pocket, vowing not to answer another ring. Busy typing something into her cell, Stephanie jumped when he took advantage of a red light and kissed her cheek. “Yikes! Eli Gallagher, you scared the daylights out of me.” One palm pressed to her chest, she added, “You could have just cleared your throat or something like that.” “You looked too delicious.” “Flatterer. I've trying to figure out why anyone would destroy the trailer. I mean, we can easily re-create it, given time and a bunch of resources.” “Trailers are a team effort, not so?” Eli studied her features in the shifting light as the sun peeked out of its cloud blanket. She nibbled her pinkie, and he knew her mind raced. He liked watching her think and seeing the various emotions playing over her face. A frown furrowed her forehead, her lips canted into a tight moue, and she focused unseeingly at a spot to the left of his crossed ankles. “What?” Eli sat up and stroked his hand over her thigh. “I thought you were pissed at me,” she said, her eyes dropping to his splayed fingers. “Horny beats pissed on any level.” He rolled a shoulder. “Testosterone and all that. My cock and my brain operate independently.” “Ha! More of a case of the little head versus the big one.” “Happens.” He shrugged again. “What were you thinking a few seconds ago?” “Three of us mapped out the trailer. Amy from marketing did the dialogue. Charlene chose the music, and I put it together. Chris approved everything.” “Dunlop was supposed to be here this weekend, wasn't she?” “Chris? Yes. At the last minute her babysitter reneged. Amy had ample opportunity to copy the tape, Eli.” She nibbled the tip of her pinkie again.
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 Eli groaned, capturing her hand and bringing her finger to his mouth, drawing the cool digit in, lapping his tongue up and around her silky flesh. “At least once a meeting you nibble your pinkie, and all I can think of is your mouth on my cock.” Shifting her other hand to his leg, he turned the palm up and examined her injured fingertips. “Still burning?” “Not really. It tingles a bit, and I'm sure that hot water will sting.” Their gazes locked. “I'm okay, Eli, and I'm sorry I didn't tell you about the DVDs right away.” “Why didn't you?” “You like the things money can buy.” She pointed at his shoes. “Everyone knows about those handcrafted shoes. Seven thousand dollars for a pair of shoes.” “First of all, these shoes cost seven hundred.” Eli folded his arms over his chest. “I support my widowed mother, my two little sisters, and my younger brother. I have since my dad died when I was twenty. I make good money now, but when Dad died, we almost lost our house. I can afford toys and luxuries now, and I splurge every so often.” She looked so cute when she wrinkled her nose. “But…but everyone talks about those shoes.” Waggling his eyebrows, he grinned. “I may have started the rumor myself.” “Why?” “Nothing succeeds like success, Steph. Looking the part is almost as important as having the talent. The Rolex was a gift from Ignatius. The Armani suits I buy on sale and have adjusted by a tailor.” “And the Porsche?” “Used. Bought at an auction.” Eli chuckled as her face blanched. She buried her face in her fingers. “Oh gawd. I spent months trying to hate you because I thought you were superficial and shallow.” Stephanie straightened and her eyes misted and brimmed with unshed tears. She stated more than asked, “That's why you didn't finish your degree, isn't it? Because your father died.” “I had hard choices to make at that time.”
 
 Valentine Voodoo
 
 57
 
 Launching herself at him, she wound her hands around his neck and straddled his pelvis. “I am such a bitch. I'm so sorry, Eli.” Hanging her head, she asked, “Why? Why did you allow the rumors to continue?” “Why not?” He lifted both shoulders. “Anyone who believed them didn't deserve my respect or attention.” Burying his nose in her silky hair, he inhaled the faint hint of a gingery spice coating her locks, and his palm traced her vertebra. “I feel like such an idiot.” Her cheeks glowed; the color ebbing and flowing as she frowned, then pursed her mouth and studied the third button on his shirt. “I think I wanted to believe the worst of you. My reaction to you scared me silly.” Her great big eyes glistened like amber jewels, and a sharp twinge smoldered in his chest. “Let's not do this, Steph. I don't want to dwell on the past. I want us to move forward, to explore our relationship.” “You've worked for Todd Technologies for nine years. In all that time, you've never dated one woman more than a few times.” She gave a small grimace. “At least, that's according to the gossip.” “In this case the gossip's spot-on.” Steph had ducked her head, so Eli tipped her chin up. “I hadn't met the right woman. I have now. But things aren't going to work if you can't believe that. You gotta take a leap of faith, honey.” She met his gaze unflinchingly, and he could taste her hesitation, see her uncertainty in the rapid swallows rippling her throat. Her tongue moistened her lips, and Eli's cock did a happy dance in his pants. “I know,” she whispered, and a waft of the peppermint she'd sucked on earlier made his nostrils flare. “What exactly am I leaping into?” “We're making that leap of faith together, Steph,” he answered, not in the least bit surprised at the conviction in his voice. “Where're we heading? I don't know. All I know is that the thought of not having you around makes my gut cramp. It's been hell the last couple of months. Promise me no matter how mad you get at me, you won't clam up like that again.”
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 “If this weekend hadn't happened, I was going to send you a Valentine Day's gift.” She took a deep inhale, and the neck of her blouse fluttered and sifted over her breasts. Eli forced himself to listen to what she was saying. “I'm sick and tired of being a turtle.” “A turtle?” He couldn't prevent his lips from twitching. “Yes. All my life it's been easier to stick my head back into my shell and create a new creature instead of facing my fears.” She flashed him a lopsided, rueful grin. “My New Year's resolution is to not back down anymore.” A deep contentment soothed the heart threatening to leap the confines of his rib cage. “Think we can start trusting each other, Steph?” Beneath his caressing fingers, her spine slackened, and she slid back on his thighs to stare at him. “Yep, no more turtle behavior.” She butted her head on his chest. “This feels so surreal. After the Christmas party, I never thought we stood a chance. Gawd, the gossip's going to fly around the office.” “I wish it were Christmas all over again. What I wouldn't give to walk into the party with you on my arm.” Trailing his forefinger down her slender throat, he rested his thumb in the center of her clavicle, and savored the way her pulse accelerated. Eli growled, “I don't give a shit what anyone says once we're together.” “There's no policy against dating a colleague, is there?” “If there is, Iggie will amend it. Todd Technologies can't afford to lose you, honey.” “Or their best salesman,” she quipped. “What's going to happen now? With the DVDs, I mean.” “I left a voice mail for Iggie. I expect he'll call the second his jet touches down and he has a signal. He needs to know about everything—the voodoo dolls, the acid.” Eli touched a fingertip to her lower lip. “If I know him, he and Sam have come up with a baited trap. And I've a few ideas of my own. No.” He tapped her parting mouth. “Don't ask me yet. I need to let things percolate. And looky here. We've arrived.”
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 Chapter Seven “Hungry?” Curling his arm around her waist, Eli led Stephanie through the hotel's lobby. “Not really, but I'm sure I will be later.” “I'm not hungry for food, honey.” Eli leaned in to trace the whorls of her ear with a finger. “But I do have a certain dish in mind as an appetizer. I'll grab a change of clothes and come to your room?” “You might as well bring your suitcase.” His lips spread into a wide smile, and he gripped her side, tugging her closer. Over a dozen individuals crowded into the elevator. Snugging her in front of him, he drew her ass against his throbbing groin and strangled a groan. Lurid images popped into his brain, Steph on all fours, her pert rump in the air, his cock sliding in and out of glistening pussy folds. Since he never unpacked for a weekend business trip, Eli made it back down to her room in record time. She'd left the door cracked open, and he stifled an expletive. “Steph, you cannot leave a hotel door open,” he called while pulling his carry-on through the door. “What the—” His heart pummeled his chest. Someone had tossed the room. Clothes, a couple of paperbacks, a pair of black pumps, and running shoes littered the carpet, the sofa. The fridge had been emptied, miniature liquor bottles appearing spewed in a jagged path from the open door. Eli dropped the suitcase and broke into a jog. “Stephanie. Where are you?” “The bedroom.” Her voice sounded muffled. All the sheets had been torn off the bed.
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 “Look at what they did to my laptop,” she wailed. Holding the screen in one hand and the keyboard bottom in the other, Stephanie glanced up to meet his gaze. “They stomped on my spare USB, and they cracked the drive. Look.” “To hell with the damned computer,” he snarled, hauling her against him and squishing her body to his. “Okay, that's it. Gloves off. You are not leaving my sight. Not even to go to the bathroom. Did you call security?” He drew back to study her face. Her expression shouted a rising fury as her delicate brows knit together. She blinked. “Security. No. Damn. I was so shocked, and then I found the laptop.” “Don't touch a thing,” he ordered. Within two minutes, he had notified the hotel's security manager, who promised him that two employees were en route to Stephanie's suite. Iggie called as two men wearing identical rumpled navy pin-striped suits strolled into the hotel room. Eli brought Iggie current while keeping half an ear on Stephanie's conversation with the two men. “Hotel security's going to check key-card access, but they won't do anything else unless we call in the local PD.” “I'll make a few calls—we deal with a local PI. Sam's with me. Get Stephanie another room, but don't check out of that one. I want our PI to go through her suite with a fine-tooth comb.” Iggie's gruff tone told Eli that he was pissed and irritated. “I'm staying in the penthouse suite. Hang on.” A muffled conversation ensued, and Eli traced Stephanie's actions and movements as she followed the two men to the door. “Sam's organized one of the penthouse floors for our use exclusively. Check with the front desk. Apparently there's a boardroom situated on the hotel's top floor. Let's meet there in two hours,” Iggie ordered. “What about Bill Harris?” Eli asked. “I'll arrange for him to join,” Iggie replied. “And Jacques needs to be involved as well. I'll ask both of them to come into town for the meeting.” “Iggie, what happened to the bodyguards I asked Sam for yesterday?”
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 “Hang on.” Eli heard the whisper of the phone changing hands. “What bodyguards?” Sam had a British accent and pronounced each word precisely. “I e-mailed you yesterday and explained what had happened. I asked for round-the-clock bodyguards for Stephanie.” “Never received the e-mail. Resend it and copy Iggie. Sod it, we have a hole.” Sam had spent his formative years in London, and though his normal vocabulary had assimilated American colloquialisms, his cursing range hadn't. Eli stared at his cell after he'd ended the call. What to do about Genevieve Drummond? There was nothing tangible she'd done or said, nothing he could put his finger on, but his instincts boomeranged to the woman repeatedly, and he knew she wasn't telling the whole truth. His instincts had never failed him, not once in nine years. By the time they'd moved all Stephanie's belongings to the penthouse, he realized she'd lapsed into a mild shock. She had icy hands and feet, and her conversation was tangential, hopping from one muttered topic to another. He ran her a hot, scented bath, and while she soaked, he ordered room service, specifying the food be delivered ninety minutes later. He'd been holding himself in check, pacing, forcing his body to work, and trying not to surrender to the emotions strangling the corners of his mind. Collapsing onto the couch, he bent his head and cupped his hand over his face. Suppose she'd walked into the room while the intruder was still there? Don't go there, Gallagher. She's safe and that's all that matters. I don't want her alone. I'll sell her on moving in with me. Aw shit, I want her to marry me. You'll scare her into next week if you pop the question. Moving in together—focus on that. Eli sucked in air, straightened and slipped off his Hermès shoes and the socks he'd bought on sale at Walmart. He chuckled as he glimpsed the yellow bands on his socks, the color combination so typical of construction and factory workers. The dichotomy between the namebrand shoes and the pedestrian socks always tickled his funny bone.
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 The aroma of soap and citrus and the sound of bare feet slapping marble tiles preceded Stephanie's entrance into the room. “What's wrong?” he asked as Stephanie wandered through the suite's bar and TV area carrying an Acer notebook. Glancing at him, she replied, “Amy copied the trailer,” and promptly sat on the couch, folding one leg under the other, the computer nestled in her lap. “Amy?” Eli racked his brain. “The brunette from marketing? The one with the hair that never moves and the centerfold bod? The one who worked on the trailer with you?” Stephanie wore a plush white bathrobe belted at the waist and had piled her wavy locks on top of her head. A couple of beads of moisture rode the tip of an ear tinted all peachy pink. Eli balled his hands against the urge to fling her over his shoulder, dump her onto the bed, and thoroughly ravish every inch of her flushed, warm skin. The narrowed-eyed scorcher she sent him reeked of the green monster. Eli's jaw worked to keep his teeth gritted and prevent a tooth-baring grin. You go, honey. Now you know how I feel every time some asshole flirts with you. Amy's pursuit of him had been flattering at first but then had quickly morphed into an irritated annoyance. After the Christmas party, Amy's come-ons had become blatant and embarrassing, and gossip had run rampant at the office watercooler. Eli lowered the TV volume and asked, “Where did you get the notebook?” “This is my personal notebook. The one I take to the hairdresser's or the doctor's. I had it stacked under my clothes. I guess they didn't find it.” Her fingers flew over the keyboard, the muted clicks as she typed rhythmical, hypnotic. “Fingers feeling better, I see.” “Hmm.” Eli studied the three lines creasing her forehead while waiting for her to continue. “Something about the trailer and Amy was bothering me, so I logged in to the office network.” “And?”
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 “Sam amended the office network to prevent default storage to an external device like a USB or a DVD unless you do it from the server. It's not that it's impossible. It's just harder to do, and the operating system records any violation of that rule.” “How could you tell she'd copied it?” “I ran a check on my desktop computer and found the file. I had not copied the trailer to the desktop hard drive.” “I remember you said you'd worked only on your laptop and you hadn't been connected to the network. How could she copy it, then?” “It's my stupid fault,” Stephanie replied. “The graphics are better on my desktop's LCD, and I wanted to see the trailer in high def. So I ran the trailer on my desktop from my USB the day before we presented it to the board.” “Amy was there?” “She'd kicked up a fuss for the last trailer because I'd inadvertently mixed up a few words.” Stephanie nibbled the tip of her pinkie and then puffed out a long breath that skittered the wisps of hair curling at her temples. “Product placements sponsor most trailers, and the wording of the voice-over is very important.” “Did she just happen to be there?” “Are you kidding?” She rolled her eyes. “I had all of marketing figuratively yelling at me for the last trailer. I intended to get Amy's written sign-off on Valentine Voodoo's.” “How did she do it?” Eli surrendered to the need to hold his woman, lurched off the chair by the desk and phone, and consumed the distance between them in two strides. He sat, shifted so they were hip aligned, and propped his sockless feet on the coffee table. “Damn.” She snapped her fingers and sat up. The notebook shifted onto the couch and wedged under the arm. “She suggested running it on my desktop LCD. Oooh I could brain myself.” “Come on, Steph—how could you even begin to anticipate any of this?” Eli draped an arm over her shoulder and tucked her head under his chin. “Okay, go on. What happened next?”
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 “We'd just started the trailer, and Chris buzzed me that she needed an archived file, which was stored on a DVD in the library. Damn—I couldn't have left the room for more than a couple of minutes.” Eli tossed the events Stephanie described around in his brain, knowing he was missing something obvious. “What's Amy's position?” “She supervises all the copywriters.” Leaning to the left, she placed the notebook on a glass-topped side table, then curled her legs to one side, snuggled her arm around his waist, and rested her cheek on his chest. “I guess money must be her motivation.” “Always a factor. She has to be working with someone. Who does she hang out with?” Eli couldn't remember seeing Amy at the local watering hole favored by Todd Technologies employees. “She single?” “I guess.” She toyed with his top button, alternately slipping it free and then fastening it. How could fingers and thumbs doing something so mundane sizzle and fry my gray matter? Undo all the buttons honey, unbuckle my belt, and slide your hot little hand over my cock. “We didn't exactly hit it off.” What? He blinked, and the room dipped back into focus. Marketing. Amy. The movie trailer. Acid in Steph's purse. Genevieve. Opportunity. His mind snapped to attention. Amy Cartwright sported the climbing-the-ladder trappings of success: Chanel suits, a shoulder-length, sophisticated bob with bangs à la Katie Holmes, Manolo pumps, and a Cartier watch. Not Steph's kind of person. Eli tangled his fingers in Stephanie's damp hair, combing the curls, closing his eyes to savor the hint of ginger tang lingering on her locks. His lips curled as he pictured Stephanie and her buddies, the four members of the animation department, all of whom eschewed any form of corporate clothing, favoring instead casual T-shirts and threadbare jeans and rhinestoned sneakers worn with a panache reserved for the rich and famous. Do Genevieve and Amy know each other?
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 Lithe fingers dusted his bare chest; Eli's gaze dropped, and he choked on his own tongue. She'd granted him his earlier wish; his shirt lay wide open, the ends trailing his hips, and cute little fingers worked the brass belt buckle, slipped his pants button undone, and drew down the zipper. Shit. I'm too primed. Think of something else, Gallagher. Math, commission grosses— “Lift up,” she ordered. She'd drawn his pants and boxers to midgroin; Eli bit the insides of his cheeks to stifle his groan and complied. A saucy, bad-girl grin danced across her lips. Stephanie slid off the couch, wriggling so the bathrobe slipped and bared her shoulders. Then she knelt between his spread knees. Thirteen percent of nine mil— His pulse skipped whole galaxies. His skin scorched with each touch of her hand as she tugged off his pants. “What a graphic this would make,” she whispered, staring at his dick as if it were the center of her universe. Please, honey, please. One hand cupped his balls; the other flitted over his cock's head, and her movements paused when a finger dipped into the leaking slit. Fuck if his balls didn't swell and ache and haul up tight on his pubes. Eli muttered, “Steph, honey, I'm not going to last long if you continue.” Her head tilted; she arched a brow and said, her voice a throaty, sultry promise, “You said next time, and I believe this is the time after the next time. You owe me, Eli Gallagher.” “You get five minutes.” He conceded. What a vision. Steph on her knees between his legs, her lithe fingers exploring his dick. Damned if he'd shoot his wad again. Her bottom lip jutted out, and she cocked her head to one side. “Not fair.” “Love and war and all that. Bed,” he growled. “We're doing this in bed.” “'Kay.” She flashed him a wicked, audacious smile, bounded to her feet, untied the cloth belt holding the terry robe in place, and let it plop to the floor. Shooting him a grin that promised sinful ecstasy over one bare shoulder, she skip-swayed to the bedroom.
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 Eli's lungs stopped working; his brain dizzy from oxygen deficiency. He sucked in air, stumbled to his feet as her tight ass gyrated side to side, his eyes sideswiping from butt cheek to butt cheek. His knees hit the table's edge. He cussed, listed, and then staggered after her. Where the hell was she? Gaze sweeping the luxurious bedroom as he sprinted through the double-doored entrance, he screeched to a halt in front of a massive four-poster bed with a peaked canopy of frothy, transparent fabric that fluttered over the carved burnished wood. She must have had to hop to climb onto the extra-high mattress. The misty material couldn't hide the heightened color that made her skin glow. Mesmerized, Eli drank her in, memorizing the way the evening sun dusted gold and hints of iridescence across her collarbone, burnishing the streaks in her mahogany waves. The impudent imp from twenty seconds earlier hadn't entirely vanished, but she sat on the bed, chin resting on knees, ankles crossed, her arms wrapped around her shins. “Eli,” she said, her voice low and husky. “I want to touch you all over, kiss you all over, lick you all over.” Crap, I won't last five minutes. Her eyes widened. She licked her lips. “Really?” “Oh shit. I said that aloud?” Stephanie lips curved into a predatory, cavewoman, “mine” smile. She arched and stretched like a sinuous cat, moving onto to her hands and knees, her rump high. Patting the bed, she ordered, “Come here, Eli.” He forgot to breathe. Precum spurted, and he knew if he took a step, he'd explode. Forget five minutes, three at most. “You come here,” he croaked, pointing at the sheepskin rug in front of the bed. “On your knees.” She didn't hesitate. Stephanie slithered off the bed, glided to him, and dropped to her knees, her hands framing his cock. “I've daydreamed about this.” Her breath scalded his groin, seared his balls. “I never got to see it the night of the Christmas party, and last night was just a tease.”
 
 Valentine Voodoo
 
 67
 
 Both hands encircled his dick, her thumbs spreading his precum under the ridge, one short nail grazing his slit. His balls ached and throbbed, and a heady delirium coated his brain. “Suck it, honey, please.” She licked him the way a kid would lick an ice-cream cone, turning and ducking to sip from different angles. His thigh muscles twitched; he swallowed convulsively. Her palm weighed a testicle, kneading in a barely there caress. Eli moaned and growled and cupped the back of her head and immediately set both hands on her shoulders. Don't scare her. Don't force her. Please fucking suck my dick. Burying her nose in his pubic hair, she sniffed. “You smell wonderful. It's making me so excited, Eli.” I'm going to die of desire. Stephanie slurped the burning flesh of his groin; a pearl of moisture trickled down, the slow dripping agonizing torture. Eli's eyes crossed, his fingers dug into her shoulders, his quadriceps trembled, and his knees began to cave. Her moist, hot mouth closed over his dick's head, and she suckled, her tongue licking a circle on the underside. Both hands rolled down the length of him, and her lips followed. Too close, too fucking close. “Bed,” he rasped, hauling her up the length of him, molding her breasts to his chest, groaning when the pebbled tips grazed his flesh. Frenetic desire drove him; he swept her feet off the floor, stalked the three feet to the medieval-style bed, and tumbled the both of them onto the mattress. On their sides, facing each other, they drowned in each other's eyes for long seconds. She reached over the two inches separating him, and her fingertips feathered his jaw. “I'm not going to get my way, am I?” Unable to stop the deep chuckle-groan rumbling up his gullet, he croaked, “Maybe after the first few hundred times.” “Don't torture me this time, Eli.” For a second, he caught a glimpse of the fear she'd buried, the vulnerability she tried to conceal. “I need to feel you inside of me, to have your arms around me.”
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 To make you feel safe. I know, honey. I know. You just can't ask me outright yet. “Soon,” he said. “Promise. I need to love you a little first.” “'Kay,” she whispered. “I trust you.” A cascade of tenderness welled up his throat, and he couldn't get a word past the balloon clogging his vocal cords. He brushed their lips together, savoring the silken satin of her flesh, inhaling the hint of Samsara she'd touched to her temples earlier. He tugged her closer, and a few stray locks of her wavy hair danced across his collarbone. He sipped the line of her jaw. “God, you feel so good.” His lips found hers, and he groaned into the minted sweetness of her mouth. “You taste like paradise.” Slipping his tongue over the seam, Eli licked his way inside. She parted for him, her tongue curling to touch down on his upper lip, and she made tiny mmm sounds that went straight to his burning groin. While he devoured her mouth, his hands couldn't stop stroking her soft, soft skin, fingers trailing from knee to waist, pausing to squeeze her tight rump, lingering on the sweet divide, and circling the twin dimples where butt and back merged. “Eli?” The question came out on a gasp as he moved to her breast to lave one raspberry to attention. “Now.” He shook his head and paid attention to the other bud. Stephanie whimpered and wrapped her fingers in his hair, urging him closer. She rolled onto her back, tugging him with her. Her hands slid down his back, nails raking twin paths down his vertebrae. He nipped the underside of her breast. Her hot hands cupped, then kneaded his buttocks. Her legs fell open, and he settled between her thighs, his erection riding her slick mound. Her low cry fueled the rising firestorm of desire blazing through him. She arched and positioned her core at the head of his shaft, purring like a kitten, muttering, “Yes yes yes,” as he slowly pushed inside her creamy, clenching pussy. Paradise. Sheer paradise. He eased in a centimeter at a time, savoring the way her muscles clamped and quivered and sucked at his dick, shuttering his gaze to let his other senses absorb the smell of her, the feel of her, the sound of her moans and whimpers. Finally, when he tipped her womb, when he was buried deep inside of her, he held still, rose higher on his forearms, and
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 opened his eyes. Their gazes bolted; the poignancy of their lovemaking tangled with the lust firing Eli's groin. “Come with me, Steph,” he ordered. “Now.” “Now.” She breathed the word as he lifted and angled her pelvis to hit that spot that drove her nuts. Eli drove into her, the cadence of his thrusts even, unhurried, his eyes never leaving hers. Plunge, retreat, thrust, withdraw, slow, steady. Beads of perspiration collected in one corner of her mouth; her tongue snaked out to lick the wetness. He increased the pace, pumping faster in and out. When her eyes went out of focus, Eli let his body take over, stroking harder, plunging deeper, pounding her pussy. Her breath hitched; her pussy gripped his dick, clutching and fisting the head. “Eli, Eli.” Her hands skittered across his vertebrae, her nails bit into his skin as the climax ripped through her, and he combusted, his cock shooting hot streams into her convulsing pussy. Still hard, he fucked her into another climax, this time able to relish every nuance, every expression crossing her face. I really am a goner. The tenderness he'd felt earlier washed over him, and the organ encased by his rib cage burned. Shit. What a time to finally understand the true meaning of the word “heartache.” My heart aches for you, Stephanie Grant. Her eyes slotted open, and her lips curled into the sweetest, dreamiest smile, her whiskey irises a mere halo rimming dark, dilated pupils. He had himself one happy, satisfied woman. Eli couldn't stop the cocky grin swamping his mouth. Still inside her quivering warmth, he rolled them over, arranged her legs so she straddled him, and snugged her head under his chin, her cheek to his chest. Stifling a “me Tarzan” whoop, he pulled the covers up over her shoulders, and fingered a lock of her hair. He said, unable to keep a note of triumph out of his tone, “I'm batting three hundred.” “I don't know anything about baseball,” she said, peeping up at him and lifting on one elbow. “What does that mean?”
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 Chapter Eight “What does batting three hundred mean?” Stephanie addressed the question to Shane Smith, who'd claimed the seat next to her. Lisa Mason, a former ballerina and not a known sports enthusiast, replied, “It means you've lost two out of three games.” Stephanie hadn't realized that Lisa had been monitoring her murmured conversation with Shane. Their planned six-o'clock meeting had been postponed to eight the following morning because neither Bill nor Jacques had been able to get to San Francisco in time. Instead Iggie organized a late dinner and arranged for Bill and Jacques to stay overnight at the hotel. She and Eli had arrived in the private dining room to find eleven guests and Iggie and Lisa sipping champagne and snacking on exquisite canapés. No one had mentioned the stolen DVDs, the voodoo dolls, or the acid in her purse. Stephanie didn't know who knew what, so she hadn't raised any of the incidents. “Actually, technically, it means you've hit three out of ten pitches,” Shane said. “It's a baseball term. And if you're hitting three hundred consistently, then you're a star.” “I'm batting three hundred,” Eli'd said when Iggie's call had interrupted their cuddling. What on earth had he meant? Was it good or bad? Since Eli was engaged in a heated discussion with Iggie and Bill Harris at the other end of the table, Stephanie couldn't gauge the meaning of his earlier comment from the scowl he wore at the moment. Are you really interested in me, Eli? Oh gawd, I'm a horrible, jealous slut, and I can't stand Amy Cartwright. Have you really not been with anyone since the day we met?
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 He was handsomer than sin, drove a Porsche, wore designer suits, and all in all stood for every value she disdained. It didn't matter. Not a whit. From the minute she'd shaken his hand last September, she'd been a goner. No rationalization, no amount of logic had made one iota of a difference. He strolled into a meeting, and her gray matter got all confused. A hint of his distinctive aftershave hit her nostrils, and she drenched her underwear. He made an obnoxious comment, and she tried to rationalize it. No matter what he did, what he said, she drooled. And now she knew the status symbols were all a facade he wore for success. Eli Gallagher rocked her universe, made her dreams skyrocket. Blood pooled in her nether regions, and she crossed her legs under the table, hoping her pussy would stop tingling and contracting. Every time her vaginal walls clenched, her thoughts scattered. And she couldn't afford a nonfunctioning brain if Lisa decided on an interrogation. I had his cock in my mouth. I've tasted his essence. And I think I'm addicted. Her mind jumped hurdles. Are we in a relationship now? Will your toothbrush reside in my bathroom? Or does it work the other way around? She shot Eli another look and couldn't prevent the dreamy sigh that had her bones melting. Eli in full passion was irresistible. He spoke with his hands, gesticulating and drawing his point to the rapt audience of Bill Harris and Ignatius Mason. And he had an amazingly talented tongue. An image of him drawing on her breast staggered the breath in her lungs. “Since when have you taken an interest in sports?” Lisa's terse tone jolted Stephanie out of a burgeoning fantasy of Eli's teeth sawing her nipple. The knife she toyed with fell from her fingers. “Bill thinks Valentine should root for the Yankees in the sequel.” An out-and-out lie, but the flimsy excuse sprang out of her mouth. Why do you make me so damned nervous, Lisa Mason? Stephanie clamped her lips together. “We haven't inked the contract for the sequel, so I wouldn't strain my brain on the topic,” Lisa stated. “To date, the animation division hasn't earned the company a single dime. Any thoughts of a sequel will rest on Valentine Voodoo's revenue.”
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 Christine Dunlop hadn't denied the rumors that the division might be sold when Stephanie had broached the subject two weeks ago. Before she even graduated from the Ringling College of Art and Design, Stephanie'd signed with Todd Technologies for two reasons: their animation division was brand-new, and they were headquartered in Bradenton, a mere forty-minute drive from her parents' home. “If I were you, I'd make sure my résumé was current,” Lisa said, her gaze raking the cleavage revealed by Stephanie's low-cut black dress, a garment Christine had insisted she buy for this trip. Stephanie fought the urge to slap a napkin over her exposed skin, and she gripped her cutlery with both hands as the waiter served the last course of their meal. What on earth am I supposed to say in answer to that? Sending a mental thank-you to God when Jacques Dardin captured Lisa's attention with a remark about French versus Californian Shiraz and the two began a heated discussion, leaving Stephanie out of their conversational orbit, she stared at her wine-stained napkin. Is the animation division going to be tanked? Swallowing around the charcoal-sized lump in her throat, Stephanie cut Eli a dart out of the corner of one eye to find him engrossed in a conversation with Genevieve Drummond, who sat on his right. A waiter deposited a rectangular plate in front of her. The heavy aroma of cocoa and raspberries filled her nostrils, and a wave of nausea crashed up her gullet. Will you even tell me if you know, Eli? All at once the tower of chocolate decadence she'd ordered for dessert morphed from mouthwatering to bilious. Stephanie forked a minuscule tangle of icing, soufflé, and cake, and then shoved it into her mouth. She chewed against a rising bitterness and darted a surreptitious look at Eli again. Their gazes met and locked, and his gray eyes swept from her to Lisa and back again. He frowned. “Hey, Steph, Iggie's decided to handle the interview on Sunday.” Eli raised his voice to be heard over Bill and Iggie's low conversation. Relief crashed through her tensed and knotted muscles, her shoulders sagged, and she let out a long sigh. “That's great news. You're so much better at that stuff than I am.” She directed her answer to Iggie. “Thank you.”
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 “I know how much you hate the attention,” Iggie said. “I couldn't figure out what had gotten into Christine when she decided you needed to do this trip.” Stephanie blinked and sat back. What did he mean? Chris had had babysitting issues; that's why I'm on this trip. “Anyone want a brandy or a liqueur?” Iggie placed his crumpled napkin on the snowy tablecloth. When no one answered, he shoved his chair back and levered to his feet. “I've arranged for breakfast to be served in the boardroom during the meeting tomorrow morning. It's been a long, tiring day, ladies and gentlemen. I'm heading up to my bed, but please, feel free to stay on and enjoy yourselves—on Todd Technologies, of course. Stephanie, I need five minutes of your time.” She couldn't prevent her automatic glance at Lisa. Oh boy. Lisa's icy expression and rigid stance spoke volumes. Iggie's wife's jealousy was a topic every employee of Todd Technologies avoided. Mere mention could result in termination. Not one of Iggie's personal assistants lasted longer than six months. The CEO favored leggy twentysomething blonde starlets. Lisa had fired his last assistant the day after the Christmas party. Flashing his wife a grim stare, Iggie added, “I'll be up in a few minutes. Order me a Hennessy, will you?” A clear, abrupt dismissal and his tone snaked an icy finger across Stephanie's nape. Everyone else in the room noticed the glacier riding his words too. “Wonderful meal, great conversation,” Bill Harris said as he braced his palms on the table and rose to his feet. “My thanks, Iggie. I'll meet you for coffee before the meeting?” “In the boardroom. Shall we say seven?” Bill nodded and walked around the table, all the while directing a narrow-eyed glare at Shane. Cued, Shane lurched to his feet. “Kudos all round for the company and the meal. I'm heading back home tonight. So I'll say good-bye now.”
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 Eli and Iggie both murmured their adieus, and Shane and Bill, followed by the rest of the guests, filed out of the room, leaving only Eli, Lisa, Iggie, and Stephanie. Downing the full flute of champagne she held, Lisa rose in the graceful way only a former ballerina could. Wearing the camera-ready half smile the National Enquirer appeared so enamored of, she said, “Good evening, all. Tomorrow.” Stephanie caught the shadow crossing Iggie's features and watched him watch his wife as she glided swanlike across the room, her slender neck holding her head high, shoulders back, chest thrust forward. At thirty-eight, Lisa's beauty and glamour and presence captured and held in thrall almost any male in any room she entered or left. Eli remained seated, his brows gathered into a gravity-defying V. He shot Iggie a thunderous scowl, tipped his chair back, and folded his arms over his chest. “Stop posturing, Eli. Wait for Stephanie in your room. And yes, I know the two of you are together.” “Boss—” “Don't try my patience, young 'un. I won't keep her long. Now go.” Muttering something under his breath, Eli cut Stephanie a glance, and he asked, “Do you need me to stay, honey?” Ooh I'm going to kill you. Fingers clenching, imagining his thick neck between her hands, she said through gritted teeth, “I'm a big girl, Eli Gallagher, and believe it or not, I've survived without your assistance for twenty-five long years.” His head dipped back as if he'd taken a hook to the jaw. Good. Blinking, he tried to retreat. “Of course you can take of yourself. I—Aw shit. Fine.” Bounding to his feet, Eli glared at Iggie. “I'll see you in the room within the hour, Steph.” He stomped out. “That boy is the son I never had,” Iggie said, “but there are times when I want to strangle him.”
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 “I know the feeling,” she agreed. “He thinks I can't defend myself—not that I think I'll ever need to defend myself to you, Iggie.” “You don't.” Iggie ambled over, pulled out the chair next to hers, and sat. He cleared his throat. “Actually, Stephanie, I know why Christine sent you on this trip. She handed in her resignation this morning.” Her heart raced so hard and pounded so loudly, Stephanie couldn't think as the seconds ticked by. She scrunched the napkin in one hand into a tight ball. “Why? She never even hinted. Is it because of the twins?” No one knew the reason why the father of Christine's twins had never been in the picture. Stephanie admired Chris for the way she had handled her pregnancy and the birth of her girls. An intensely private person, she kept her business and personal lives strictly separate. A waiter entered and used a long iron bar with a thimblelike end to snuff the dozen or so candles on the sideboard. Stephanie peered up at Iggie but couldn't discern his expression as shadows coasted across his features. “No reason given in her letter, but I'm assuming the babies are the reason. I haven't had a chance to talk to her as yet.” She knew Iggie had been in New York for the last couple of days meeting with the two firms who held a minority interest in Todd Technologies. “Is that why she sent me on this trip? To test whether I could handle her position?” Stephanie studied her sandaled feet. “Are you interested in her position?” Her pulse stammered, and oxygen seeped out of her lungs. “VP of creative animation? Me?” Gawd, why do I always squeal when I'm nervous? “Yes. Are you interested?” Shaking her head, she lifted her chin and wriggled her shoulders. “No. I like the creative end. I hate the paperwork, and I'd be no good with the publicity part. I'm not VP material, though I'm very flattered you asked me.”
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 “You're the best in the business, Stephanie, and I don't want to lose you. I'm counting on your playing a big part in the company's future.” Iggie held out a hand and stood. “No one else knows this, but Todd Technologies and Dreamcoast are merging. Bill Harris is going to be president of the new division. Can you work with him?” “Bill,” Stephanie squealed as she gripped Iggie's hand and allowed him to pull her up. “I'd give my eyetooth to work with him. We've had so much fun working on Valentine. Wait a minute.” Her fingers clenched the wooden chair's back. “I won't have to move here, will I?” Her parents had had her late in life, and she was an only child. Church and lunch with her parents, aunts and uncles, and cousins every Sunday played a very important part in her life. “One of the conditions of the merger is separate corporate cultures. Todd Technologies' headquarters will remain in Bradenton, and Dreamcoast's will remain on the West Coast,” Iggie replied. “So you're okay with the changes?” “Yes.” Did Eli know about this? Why hadn't he told her? As if he read her mind, Iggie said, “Three people know about this besides you and me. Sam, Eli, and Bill. I asked Eli to let me break the news to you when he called me about Amy Cartwright earlier. I'm having her flown in overnight,” Iggie murmured on the way to the elevator. Cupping Stephanie's elbow, he added, “I need you to put together a PowerPoint detailing how she copied the file before tomorrow's meeting. Can you do that?” “Of course.” “This is the second trailer you've worked on with Amy, isn't it?” Iggie slid a key card into the penthouse's slot. “How well do you know her?” “We don't exactly get along,” Stephanie replied. She resisted the urge to circle her neck and ease the tension coiling her trapezoid into a tightening bunch. “She's very talented, though. The trailer script she did was awesome.” “Why were you suspicious of her?” The sudden elevator ascension made Stephanie's ears pop. Because I thought she'd been with Eli, and I'm insanely jealous. “When Chris phoned me with the news about the theft, I started thinking about the people who had access to the DVDs. She was one.”
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 “Well done,” Iggie said as the elevator doors slid open. “Are you sure you know what you're doing?” It took her five seconds to understand his implied question. Iggie had always treated her as a father would a daughter. “You respect Eli, don't you? That's why he's one of the people who know about the merger?” “I trust Eli, Stephanie. And there aren't more than five people on this planet who I can say that about. He's got his hang-ups, particularly about his blue-collar background, but he's solid through and through.” Iggie touched a forefinger to her cheek. “Eli's mom and I grew up in the same neighborhood. I've know that boy since he was a gleam in his daddy's eye. You might try trusting him. And believing in yourself.” Jaw sagging, Stephanie stared at his retreating back. Ignatius Mason hadn't risen to the top of the Fortune 500 list of CEOs for no reason. She puffed out an exaggerated exhale. Trust Eli and believe in me. Wise words, but much easier said than followed. Eli opened the door to their suite almost before she knocked. He hauled her into his arms and kicked the door shut. She glimpsed thigh-hugging, bulging cotton boxers before her face met his searing bare chest. He smelled of soap and Bel Ami aftershave. She'd recognize his distinctive aroma in a Thanksgiving shopping crowd. The soft hairs near one small male nipple tickled her nose; her arms crept around his slim waist to find the dimples in the small of his back. Unable to resist the tempting indentations, she trailed fingers around their circumferences. “You okay?” he asked, drawing back and tipping her chin so she had to meet his gaze. “Iggie told you everything?” “Yes. It's really an exciting move. A little scary. I mean, working with Bill Harris and Shane Smith. They're on almost every animation screen credit. Hell, they've won three Oscars between the two of them.” “It won't be long before you have your own golden statue, Stephanie Grant.” He shot her a devil-may-care grin and then winked. “I can just picture you on the stage wearing a little red number.”
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 All at once the niggling feeling she'd had since the meal ended beamed into a single point. “Eli—why doesn't Lisa know about the merger?” His arms dropped away, and she lost the heat of his embrace. An overhead vent blasted dry, hot air, but Stephanie couldn't stop the shiver snaking up each vertebra, one by one. Eli tunneled both hands through his hair, raising spikes and swirling locks. “Aw shit. He didn't tell you that part, did he?” “Why do I get the feeling this isn't going to be good?” “Iggie and Lisa are divorcing.”
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 Chapter Nine “Iggie and Lisa are divorcing?” Stephanie didn't know why the news surprised her. “It's not as if it's unexpected. I mean, everyone knows how jealous she is. And those hottie assistants of his—well, you can't help but wonder.” “It's not what you think, honey and it's a long story,” Eli replied. “I ordered milk and cookies. Why don't I tell you about it while we munch?” How did you know I'd crave milk and cookies? Oh, Eli, I don't want to fall in love with you. It's too dangerous. The doorbell ding-donged. “That's probably room service,” he said, then kissed the tip of her nose. “You go get changed, and I'll organize everything.” Stephanie's chaotic thoughts slowed her movements. Did I latch onto Amy because of my jealousy? She could lose her job. Chris has a copy of the trailer. And there's one at the bank in the safe. And until I deleted it when I discovered it, there was a copy on my desktop. Shoot. What if I'm wrong? It took longer than normal to pull on sweats and a T-shirt. She wandered into the spacious bar, dining, and TV-cum-living room area ten minutes later. Eli lounged on the couch, knees bent, toes wriggling above a glass-topped coffee table. Remote in hand, he scanned channels. Didn't he ever feel cold or self-conscious? Wearing nothing but a pair of gray cotton boxers, he appeared oblivious to his near nudity. Iggie'd told her once that Eli's amazing discipline and stamina came from his extreme martial-arts training. If fat existed on his body, the stealth plane team should study Eli. Her gaze traveled from his face to his thick defenseman's neck, past his rippled shoulders, traced each ridge of his pectorals before settling on his navel and the cumulus cloud of hair teasing at the
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 boxers' waistband. A scalding fluttering started low in her belly, tightening her inner muscles, coating her folds with dewy liquid. She'd eschewed a thong and shot a look at her crotch to see if the cotton showed an embarrassing wet splotch. “Honey?” Head tilted, three horizontal lines marring the skin above his gathering brows, he chucked the remote and sprang from the sofa. “What?” “Eli, what if I'm wrong about Amy? Iggie's flying her in. She could lose her job.” Before he neared, his radiating heat inflamed her skin, and the oversize shirt turned into an extra-small. The material constricted, sweltering a film of perspiration everywhere. His arm snagged her waist, curving around her back, and he drew her pelvis to his groin. His blatant erection grazed midstomach, and she had to lock her knees to keep standing. Twirling her hair with his other hand, he tipped her head back to bolt her eyes to his. Even the soft lighting provided by the Tiffany lamps above the couch couldn't prevent her from noticing the gold flecks in his gray irises, the expansion of his pupils. He wants me as much as I want him. But is he falling in love too? The chunks of pain making her insides ache dissolved. “She had opportunity.” He combed her hair; the caress tingled her scalp but somehow connected straight to her nipples. “I know, but the fact is that since the day she made that copy of the DVD, another one's been on my desktop's hard drive.” “Talk to Iggie in the morning. Let him know you're having second thoughts. Iggie's fair. He'll give Amy every opportunity to prove her innocence. Okay, what else is bothering you?” “The whole situation, I guess.” The lie came easier than Mom serving pumpkin pie on Thanksgiving. “How come you seem so blasé?” “I'm a guy, and I'm a salesman. You can't be successful with either unless you can outpoker face every person in the room.” The sweet odor of toasted macadamia rolled to her nose, and a loud growl rumbled from her stomach.
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 Eli chuckled, tweaked her nose, and squeezed her ass. “I scarfed down a few cookies while you were changing, but it sounds like we need to get you fed, little missy. I warmed half in the micro. My little sister likes her cookies warm.” “What's her name?” He twined their fingers together and tugged her into motion. “Trixie, and she hates it. Mom named her after Dad's mother. I keep telling her a name doesn't matter, but when you're twelve going on twenty and female, every little thing is a major catastrophe. Sit,” he said, “and enjoy the feast your man's prepared for you.” Stephanie obeyed his order, sitting cross-legged on the couch. Two glasses of milk and two plates of cookies decorated the coffee table. She reached for a chocolate chip-encrusted cookie. “You're very close to your family, aren't you?” After breaking the cookie in half, she dunked it in the milk for a good seven seconds before hastily bringing the saturated dough the d to her mouth and sucking on the moistened cookie before chewing. “Hmm, yummy.” She swallowed and looked up to find him ogling her mouth as if he intended to devour her lips with his. “Eli?” He dropped onto the couch, herded her onto his lap, and nuzzled her neck. “You make me so hot and hungry, Steph. I can't get enough of you.” Moist kisses and nips trailed from her nape to a tickle-torture of her earlobe with teeth and tongue. Her pulse played hopscotch, jumping and skipping erratically. A surprisingly calloused thumb and forefinger tilted her chin up, and his eyes had darkened pupils, black and distended. “What do you think about you and me moving in together?” Huh? She wanted to scrub her ears; the cookie fell from her hand. “What did…?” Shaking her head, she continued. “No matter. I must have stepped into an alternate reality…Eli?” “Let's move in together, Steph,” he cajoled. “Wouldn't it be nice coming home together, cooking meals together, waking up together?” Move in, not marry. Wake up, Stephanie Grant. That's how it's done today. You live together, try things out, and if it work out, in a few years…
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 “Honey, you look like the proverbial deer in the headlights.” Eli's voice went from butter and brandy to dirt and gravel. “The idea's so unappealing, you can't even utter a word.” No no no. “Who moves where?” She had to remind herself to breathe, and her blood seemed to be fire and ice at the same time. Color returned to his face, and one side of his mouth sidled up. “I'll do whatever you want. Move in with you. Find a new place. What do you want to do, honey?” Suddenly he hugged her so tightly, her ribs ground into his iron pecs, and she winced. “Damn. Sorry.” He bounded to his feet with her in his arms and spun around and around and around, then slid her down his body and tugged the ends of her T-shirt up. All at once his elation hit her, and she smiled like Trevor the Marmot at the end of the last animated short, a huge, toothy grin. Acting on a numbed autopilot, she lifted her arms, and he dragged the cotton over her braless breasts. “Eli?” Since the cotton blinded her sight and muffled her mouth, the question came out as eeelgh. “Oh God, you're so damned beautiful.” He tugged the T-shirt off her head, and the cotton drifted and slithered off her shoulder. “And look at these perfect titties, and I get to see them every day from now on.” He sifted her breasts in his hands, licked one taut tip and then the other. His head whipped up. “When we fly home, I'll stay at your place until we figure out what we're doing.” “Okay,” she mumbled, thinking matter soaring out the window as his thumbs rubbed circles on both nipples. Stephanie held onto his biceps for support as the fires of hell licked flames to her fingers, toes, and ears, to wherever he greedily suckled, and he moved between her breasts and their valley, repeating the journey once, twice. On the third pass, her legs gave out, and she collapsed into that hard line defining his pectorals, burying her nose in his slick skin, and tonguing the dusting of hair matting his chest. “Bed,” he ordered, scooping her up and stalking to the bedroom. “Honey, this may be quick. Next one will be slow. Promise.”
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 They fell onto the bed, his thigh nudged hers, and she let her legs fall apart, a heat wave cascading low in her belly. Eli slipped his hands under the waistband of her sweats, shoving the material over her hips, and he let out a loud groan when he discovered her lack of underwear. His fingers slipped over her folds, and he growled, “So wet, so wet for me. And you smell like paradise.” One finger slid inside her; his thumb rubbed up and down, grazing her clit on the ascent. She squirmed and panted, opening her legs wide, her head rolling on the mattress. The second he drew her breast into the silky heat of his mouth, she spiraled, her inner walls jerking and quivering in irregular spasms, the cadence too inconsistent, making her needy, desperate. More, more, more. “Oh yeah, honey. More. Like this?” His finger and thumb rode her faster; she grew slicker. His mouth tortured her breasts, nipping between them, and then he settled on one and gnawed. Convulsions hit her like a meteorite shower, soaring higher and higher, and he was relentless, mouth eating at her peaks, fingers forcing climax after climax. Shouldering onto his forearms, he captured her mouth, slanting his lips over hers, devouring her, nibbling on her lips, biting the tip of her tongue until she exploded again. Her eyes couldn't focus when the crown of his dick stretched her opening. Delicious, more, more. “Honey. Steph.” He thrust to her womb, his penis thick and hot and throbbing. Looping her arms around his neck, she hung on for the ride. A rodeo bronco ride. Eli lifted her hips and rocked side to side. “Oh yes. Oh more, Eli, more.” She couldn't separate words and thoughts as he pumped into her, his cock driving hard and scalding and fierce. The tempo went galactic—plunge, withdraw, pound, pound—and he roared her name. His neck arched, eyes rolling back in his head, and he shot into her, a searing liquid stream, the beauty of his orgasm spiking her into another. Shuddering, mind cocooned in ecstasy, she went limp, her bones liquefying, but her lungs hadn't caught up to her body's utter satiation, and she continued to gulp for air. Content, letting
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 her thoughts butterfly-flutter from image to image of Eli—his passion while delivering a presentation, his Hermès shoes, his glowering at Iggie earlier—and she sighed into a wistful smile. Maybe he'll fall in love with me after we live together. Feathering her fingers across his back, loving the fantasylike aspect of their lovemaking, Stephanie refused to let reality seep into her princess dreams. Eli shifted; his weighty heaviness dissipated as he rested on his elbows. He kissed her chin, licked her bottom lip, and said against her mouth, “Thank you.” She smacked him on the shoulder. “Thank you? Thank you?” “Aw hell, honey—for agreeing to move in with me.” “Oh. Well then, thank you for asking me,” she muttered, unable to keep the grouchiness out of her voice, not liking this sudden tension and hating not knowing what to say, to do. His audible sigh feathered sparks over her cheeks. Knuckling the side of her face, he said, “Let's not do this. Let's not stiffen up with each other. We're going to live together. We have to be honest. I don't want to play games with you. I care about you, Stephanie. A lot.” “Oh, Eli.” She squeezed her arms around his back. “I care about you too.” What do you expect, you idiot? I love yous? That's not how it's done. No one takes giant steps anymore. Eli separated their joined bodies, moving to lie beside her, one hand stroking from shoulder to shoulder, lingering at the hollow of her throat. “Be right back.” Huh? He disappeared into the bathroom and came out a couple of minutes later clutching something in his hand. Sitting on the bed, he drew her to him, brushed his lips over hers, and muttered, “You can't go to sleep sticky, honey, and I don't want you to have to get up.” Using the warm washcloth, he cleaned off the cream left from their lovemaking. It felt good, protective, and thoughtful in a melt-your-bones way, and a tinge of guilt at liking being taken care of marred the moment. It's the twenty-first century. You're independent. Aaah, but it feels so wonderful. And he even used hot water.
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 Drowsy and languid and content beyond belief, she snuggled against his chest when he hooked an arm around her after depositing the washcloth on the floor and lying next to her on the bed. His fingers tousled her hair, and he idly combed a tangle out of one end. “Where do you live?” “A house on the bay,” he answered. “I like the way you always smell like spring and fresh air.” Wow, he thinks I smell like spring. Then his words registered. “That must cost a fortune in rent.” Her palm resting on a rib slipped as his muscles bunched. Her eyelids descended as she realized the reason for his sudden tension. “You own the house, don't you?” “I meant what I said, Stephanie. I'll do what you want. We can find a new place together. Or move into your place. I don't care once we're living together.” “You haven't seen where I live.” She'd purchased the cheapest condo in a decent area in Bradenton with the help of her parents. “It's just under eleven hundred square feet. Eli, I can't afford a huge rent. I don't know how this is going to work out.” “We don't have to make any decisions tonight, honey. How about we wait until we're back east, and then we figure out everything?” His mouth touched her temple. “I have a feeling we're in for a rough day tomorrow. The news about the merger is going to put us in the public eye.” Lisa. The divorce. “You started to tell me about Lisa and Iggie earlier. What were you going to say?” “Lisa's the one who's been having affairs, not Iggie.” “What?” Stephanie pushed off his chest and sat up. “Lisa?” “It's been going on for a while.” Eli reached up and dragged her back into his arms. “I think Iggie's been in denial. He's fifteen years Lisa's senior. Lisa was a prima ballerina dancing with the National Ballet of Canada until injuries forced her to retire. They married shortly after his first wife died.” “I heard a little about Lisa's background. She was a rising star, wasn't she?” Absently she traced a pentagram on his belly.
 
 86
 
 Jianne Carlo
 
 “Yeah. Couldn't have been easy for her—going from being part of the Canadian aristocracy to living in Bradenton, Florida.” “You think that Iggie's still in love with her.” “I don't know that he was ever in love with her. Lisa looks like a younger version of his first wife who he was crazy about.” Poor Iggie. Will everyone be saying “poor Stephanie” in a few months? The sandman claimed her as she debated that question, and the next thing she knew, Eli was gently shaking her. “Honey, wake up for a minute.” His familiar scent brought her to full consciousness. “Morning,” she said and smiled into his gray eyes before noticing his suit. She backpedaled into the headboard. “Oh shoot. What time is it? Am I late? Why didn't you wake me earlier?” Just-awoken fog misted her brain, and she blinked to get the room into sharper focus. The iPod on the bedside table read 6:45. “You're not a morning person, are you, Steph?” He dropped a kiss on her nose. “I have a coffee meeting with Sam and Bill and Iggie at seven. You have a whole hour before you need to be in the boardroom. I'll come back to get you, okay?” Alert now and aware of the fact he'd donned his salesman's persona, she asked, “What aren't you telling me, Eli? Why are you so uptight?” “Aw shit. Honey, can you just trust me for now?” Eli worried her hair, twirling a lock around his finger, avoiding her eyes. “There's a lot I can't talk about right now. It's not that I don't trust you—” Cupping a hand over his mouth, she said, “It's okay. I understand. The merger and all that. You go.” He lifted his gaze to hers; his thumb outlined her mouth. “Steph, I don't want you leaving here on your own. Wait for me to come get you, honey.” “You think someone's after me?” He did, she realized.
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 “No, hon. Someone's after Valentine Voodoo, and you and Bill are the only two people who can recreate the movie in a snap. So promise me you'll wait for me.” “I promise. You don't have to add me to your list of worries, Eli.” It occurred to her then that he worried about those he cared about constantly—his mom, his siblings—and he'd now added her to the list of people for whom he felt responsible. Stephanie enjoyed tracing his movements, the way he knotted his tie with quick, certain twists and flips of the red silk. The navy pin-striped suit brought out the slate hue of his eyes; the slash of scarlet against his starched, snow-white shirt gave him an aura of power reserved for men twice his age. Pride seeped into her, igniting an ache in her chest. Eli left five minutes later and she stared at the ceiling for long minutes, her mind skipping from her parents to Eli's family, to the anticipated work gossip about the two of them. She had to force herself out of bed, resisting the urge to burrow into the pillows and replay every minute of the night before. He'd promised slow the second time, and she'd discovered slow meant excruciating, exponential desire, but when their bodies joined, he'd crooned words and phrases, telling her how he'd felt the first time he saw her, how he loved the way she nibbled her pinkie, how much he'd envied her little finger. Oh shoot. I'm in love with him. How did I get here so fast? After showering, she debated whether to wear underwear but decided to be conservative. Anything could happen today, what with the merger. She'd run out of panties but always kept an extra pair in the inside compartment of her carry-on. Digging into the nylon pocket, her fingers encountered a foreign object; she scooped it up, fisted her hand, and brought it out of the suitcase. When Stephanie unclenched her fingers, the blood in her veins and arteries frosted as she recognized the green bead dancing on her palm.
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 Chapter Ten Bill, Iggie, and Sam were on their second cup of coffee by the time Eli made it to the boardroom. “Sorry I'm late,” Eli mumbled. He prided himself on never being tardy, but every instinct in his body screamed that he shouldn't have left Stephanie alone, and he'd lingered too long in their suite. “Sam, did you arrange for the bodyguards for Steph?” “I have two men stationed at the penthouse elevators. Didn't you see them?” Sam answered before chomping a huge bite of a powdered jelly doughnut, which promptly leaked slashes of cherry goop from its sides. Two swift dabs of a wadded napkin saved his shirt from the descending blobs. Eli cricked his neck, and a couple of the knots in his trapezius muscle loosened. “Took the stairs. I guess I missed them.” Sam swallowed. “We ready to proceed?” “Full steam ahead,” Iggie replied with a wave of his hand. “Lock the door before you sit, Eli,” Sam ordered as he picked up a remote and stabbed a button. After he sweetened his coffee with two sachets of sugar, Eli ambled over to the double doors and secured the brass slide, and then he took a seat next to Bill. The room smelled of coffee and fried pastry. Trays of doughnuts—bars, twists, pretzel shaped, the jelly-in-the-middle kind—lined the middle of the boardroom table. The sideboard opposite the table displayed healthier fare: cubed fruit, yogurt cups, and a bowl of strawberries. An LCD screen descended from the ceiling. Sam aimed a laser pointer and stabbed at his laptop's keyboard.
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 “This is our network,” Sam said, focusing the pointer's infrared cursor on a series of diagrams. The image dissolved, and another appeared. “This is Dreamcoast's.” Another press of a key and a new visual with the two networks side by side filled the screen. “Here's how we connect. It's a server-to-server direct connection. We use a security encryption developed by the Mossad in Israel. I had the firm that developed our system scour both networks yesterday. What we found was this.” A schematic showing five connections highlighted at each apex materialized. “I don't get it,” Eli muttered. “We've been breached by satellite,” Bill growled. “I'll have Shane's ass for this. This is so fucking obvious.” He slapped his palm to his forehead. Man, Mr. Clean swore. Eli'd been dealing with Bill Harris for five months and not once had he ever seen him lose his California, laid-back cool. “Hindsight's twenty-twenty,” Sam said, his tone schoolteacher reproachful. “And I wouldn't be so fast to punish your VP. This is the most sophisticated operation I've encountered in fifteen years. We're tracing the transmissions as we speak. The first portal we identified was in Armenia; then the signal flows to Turkmenistan and then to India. That's where we lost it. Most satellite transmissions from India are routed to China.” “Figures.” Eli gulped down mouthfuls of scalding, espresso-strength brew. “Anybody curious about the timing of all of this? I know, I know. We have Amy pinpointed as the leak, but aside from that one opportunity she had to steal the trailer, she had no access to the DVDs. Another Todd Technologies employee has to be involved. And Stephanie says that a copy of the trailer was on her desktop for a good two days.” “Agreed,” Bill stated. “What about Jefferson Boyd? He has access, and I notice he's not here.” “That's because he's undergoing chemo, and that's strictly confidential.” Iggie's black eyes locked their gazes one by one. “Jeff's not a suspect.” “That leaves us, Christine, and Lisa,” Eli said, deliberately omitting Stephanie's name from the list. “There's also Stephanie.” Bill linked his hands over his chest.
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 “For fuck's sake, Bill, you can't be serious,” Eli growled. “Iggie?” “Per se, we can't knock her off the suspect list. Do I think for a minute she could have done this? Not on your life. Don't go off half-cocked, young 'un. I know you're nuts about the girl, and I am too. Shit, I'm resting the future of the animation division on her shoulders. The only reason I even contemplated the merger's because of the way she raved about Bill and Dreamcoast. And the fact that the two of them produced what I believe will be the equivalent of Fantasia with Valentine Voodoo.” Iggie flashed his new copartner an apologetic smile. “Thanks for the kudos, Iggie. Let's take a step back,” Bill said. He shoved his chair aside and got to his feet. “Sorry, but I think best when moving.” Pacing a line up and down the length of the twenty-seat mahogany boardroom table, he continued, “Whoever's behind this planned this months ago.” “And several people are involved.” Eli twisted his chair sideways, stood, and stalked to the sideboard, carrying his mug with him. “I don't think we can rule out that someone in Dreamcoast is also involved. And we can't forget about that voodoo shit at the château that first night. Genevieve's head of PR for the estate; she managed to be conveniently caught in traffic.” Eli snaked quotation marks around the last phrase. “And she claims no knowledge of the whole event. I don't buy it—not for a single second.” Bill halted while Eli was speaking. Arms akimbo, he darted a ferocious, Harry Potterish scowl at Eli. “The reason Genevieve wasn't there was because she was with me. For the whole night.” You may be a Mensa member, Bill, but you sure as shit know nothing about women. “That doesn't clear her,” Sam said. Slouched in his chair, chin resting on twined fingers, he studied the ceiling for a few seconds and then continued. “If I'd planned that particular event, I'd make sure I had an iron-tight alibi. She could easily have hired the whole crew. By the way, we haven't been able to locate any of the players from that night. It was a stupid move to burn those dolls, Eli.” “It weirded Stephanie out. I had to do it.” Eli didn't mean to sound sullen. “His little head did the thinking that night, I'm guessing,” Iggie commented, his mouth curving. “Back to the subject. We have the voodoo night, the acid in Steph's purse, her ransacked hotel suite—the first two we could attribute to Genevieve, the last, no way. Steph's room was
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 tossed while you three were at Dreamcoast. That means we have a third person in the picture besides Amy, and possibly Genevieve.” Iggie's cell jingled and vibrated on the table. He grabbed the phone and splayed a wait signal with one hand. “Yes.” Eli's Rolex showed five minutes to eight. “Sam, it's almost time. Everyone else will be arriving in a minute.” He spoke in a lowered tone so he didn't disturb Iggie's conversation. “I have to get Steph.” “Go,” Sam said, sotto voce. “I'll handle the prep for the meeting.” Eli closed the door quietly and then headed to the emergency staircase. One flight separated the boardroom level from the penthouse suites. The elevators in the hotel were notoriously slow, and he didn't want to wait. His internal alarms rang like Big Ben's chimes for the millennium, and he wanted to get to Stephanie pronto, though he couldn't pinpoint why. His mind worked as he took the stairs two at a time. Why isn't Iggie concentrating on the DVDs? Why the big focus on security? What am I missing? His feet hit the landing, and he froze, dread jumping bile up his gullet. A crowbar jammed the stairwell door. Sam had guards on the elevators but not on the emergency exits. “Shit, shit, shit,” Eli muttered as he pried the iron out of the handle. When the bar finally slipped free, he slapped the handle down, elbowed the door open, and tore down the hallway. Precious seconds elapsed as he fumbled in his jacket pocket for the key card and then slipped it into the slot. Red. He did it again. Green. He turned the knob and burst into the room. “Steph,” he shouted. “Steph?” A swift glance showed the living area was empty. Gut nose-diving, Eli sprinted to the bedroom, yelling, “Stephanie, answer me.”
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 Nothing. He raced to the bathroom and skidded to a halt when he found it empty. Eli slumped on an icy marble wall, flipped open his cell, and hit Redial. Stephanie's phone went straight to voice mail. “No. No. No.” Eli stabbed Two, preprogrammed for Sam. Calm down, Gallagher. Panicking won't bring her back. He gulped a deep breath. “Sam Taylor.” “Stephanie's missing, Sam.” “Calm down, Eli.” Sam's voice took on a clipped edge. “Don't jump to any conclusions. She may have gone to the lobby. Check with the guards.” “I will, but you don't understand—the stairwell door was jammed with a crowbar.” Eli tore his hand threw his hair. “She's not in our suite. Her phone goes straight to voice mail. This doesn't look good.” “Sod it.” Eli heard Sam's fist slamming the table. “I'll be down in a second. Talk to the guards.” Eli headed straight to the elevator. According to the two guards stationed in the floor's mini-lobby area, Jacques Dardin was the only person who'd used the elevator, and he'd gone down to the lobby. Neither man had heard or seen anything unusual. No room service had been delivered. No one aside from Jacques had walked down the hallway. Despair hollowed Eli's belly. He rang Steph's number a couple of dozen times, but her phone went to voice mail before a ringtone sounded. Think. Think. Spinning about, he squeezed his eyes shut, and then stalked back to their room, opened the door, and went to the living room. No trays, save their leftovers from last night. She hadn't had any coffee—the carafe he'd brewed hadn't been touched, and the pair of white mugs stood empty and clean.
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 Each step grew heavier as he walked to the bedroom. Steph's carry-on lay open on the floor beside the bed, one end resting on a rhinestone-decorated running shoe. Hadn't she unpacked everything last night? Pulse skyrocketing, he stooped to examine the contents of the suitcase, and sifted through the clothes: one navy sweater, two Tough Trevor T-shirts, and a couple of pairs of socks. He upended the carry-on onto the bedspread and shook the suitcase. Zilch. Eli delved into a side pocket and came up with a green bead. “Eli. Eli—where are you?” Iggie. “Bedroom,” Eli yelled. The second Iggie's face came into focus Eli's stomach somersaulted. “What's wrong? Is it Steph? Is she in the boardroom with you?” “Stephanie?” Iggie shook his head. “What're you talking about? Why would Stephanie be hurt?” “Steph's missing, Iggie. She was supposed to wait here for me.” “Don't get your underwear in a wad. She probably went to the gift store or something. No, the reason I came to see you is because of Amy Cartwright.” “Amy Cartwright?” “She's hired a lawyer.” Iggie grimaced. “And she refuses to fly out here. Apparently she has a niece she's taking on a Make-A-Wish Foundation trip.” “Crap. That puts a different spin on this.” Eli shook his head. “Screw Amy. Stephanie's missing, Iggie, and I've been racking my brains.” Yanking his fingers through his hair, he added, “Everything points to Steph—the voodoo thing, the acid, her room being tossed. Why?” “Fuck.” Iggie's bronzed complexion paled. “This is my fault. I am so sorry, Eli.” Eli's lungs caved; he felt like he'd been sucker punched by a WWE world champion. “Your fault? I don't get it.” “The last three companies I've targeted for takeover have had enough inside information to be able to block us. For months now, I've known I had a leak at the highest levels. That's the main reason Sam came on board—to plug the holes. We had all the imprint DVDs encrypted.
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 Only Sam and I were supposed to know how to decrypt the imprints. But when we had to make that graphic correction two days ago, Stephanie was in and out of the movie so often, I gave the decryption to her.” Iggie shook his head. “Then I had to make that emergency trip to New York, and I didn't have time to reset the decryption.” Eli's knees buckled, and he landed heavily on the mattress. “They can't copy the DVDs without the decryption. And only you, Sam, and Stephanie know the combination. Aw hell, Iggie. They took her to get the code.” Squeezing his eyes shut against a threatening moistness, Eli gritted his teeth, and then lifted leaden lids to meet Iggie's intense stare. “She won't give it to them. Not until they break her. She's stubborn as a mule.” “Why do you assume she's been kidnapped?” “She was supposed to wait here for me. I made her promise. And her carry-on was on the floor, not in the closet. And the emergency exit was jammed.” Eli's gaze trailed the carpet's intricate pattern, and he spied another green bead, then another and another. Hope burst lightning bright, worming an aching hole in his chest. Eli bounded to his feet, adrenaline surfing a tidal wave in his veins. “Where did these beads come from?” “Stephanie's necklace?” “She wears a silver heart on a chain around her neck. A present from a niece. Iggie—she left us a trail—see the beads.” He pointed. “There and there and past the bedroom doorway.” “I think you might have something, young 'un. Lead the way.” Sprinting through the suite, Eli followed the trail of green beads to the corridor. “There's a whole bunch of 'em down the stairs.” Eli took the steps two at a time. The trail led to a side-street entrance to the hotel, which led into a deserted street. “There's a couple of beads over there.” Iggie angled his chin at a crack in the cement near an oversize green Dumpster. “And there are two cameras above the doorway. Scout the street and check out the diner. Maybe someone saw something. I'll head back to the boardroom and get Sam to pull the camera footage.” After Iggie left, Eli paced the length of the narrow road, which seemed more an alleyway than a street. Two Dumpsters rode the curb on the left, and a wizened man wearing the uniform of the homeless—tattered coat, multiple red-, green-, and blue-colored ends of several scarves
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 and other clothing tied around his neck—pushed a rickety shopping cart filled with street debris near one of the garbage containers. Watery sunlight sifted shadows, and wisps of early-morning fog hugged the hotel's sandy brick walls. The temperature had dipped, and his exhales frosted the air. Eli advanced toward the man slowly; he didn't want to spook the wizened guy—not that his caution proved necessary, as the geezer didn't notice him approaching. Muttering to himself, the man had his gaze focused entirely on the cement sidewalk. “Colder than a witch's tit, huh?” The man blinked, ducked his head, and peeked at him sideways. “You been out here long?” “'S my corner,” he mumbled. “'S my sleeps.” Eli prayed the man had some hold on reality. “Heck, could I go for a big breakfast right now—eggs, pancakes, bacon, hash browns—the works.” Eli had the man's rapt attention now. His jaw sagged, and he licked his lips. “How about you and I hit the diner down the street?” The hope that had flared in the man's bloodshot light brown eyes faded; his dilated pupils shrank. “Can't. Won't let me in.” Shit. I'll take care of you later, old fella. “Tell you what. I'll get takeout and bring it back for you. I just need one favor. Did you see anyone else on this street this morning?” The man's rank odor curdled Eli's stomach. “Don' want no trouble.” “I promise you won't get in trouble.” “Man, couple wemmin, another one passed out. Coffee too? Juice?” “Was there a car?” “Big one.” The man drew his hands apart. “Color?” “Black as the ace of spades.” He grinned, showing three nicotine-stained teeth. “Meybe some sausages?” “Sure. Was it a Jeep?”
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 “Nah, one of dem cars famous people ride. Biiiig.” The man smiled again and threw his arms wide. “A limousine?” “Thet's it. Meybe I can get two of them breakfastses? One for later?” “I'll buy your meals for the rest of your life,” Eli vowed, and if the man hadn't stunk worse than fish rotting in the hot Florida sun, he would've hugged him. Eli called Sam. “I found someone who saw one man and three women in the alley this morning. They left in a black limo. One of the women was passed out.” The homeless man wrapped hands encrusted with dirt and grime around Eli's forearm. “Yuh ain't leavin' till I gets me breakfastses. Them was black, the man and the two wemmin.” Three African Americans, the beads, the voodoo mambos. A limousine. “Eli, what the fuck is going on? Where are you?” Sam barked. “In the alleyway.” Eli stared unseeingly at a chipped brick in the wall. No way. Helluva a coincidence. “Mister, Mister,” the vagrant pleaded. “My breakfastses.” “Sam, I need someone to relieve me down here right away. Our witness needs a warm meal and to be kept company.” “Gotcha. He's homeless. Sending someone pronto.” “The chauffeur and limo we use locally—Kendrick—don't know his last name. Is he an employee?” “Hang on. Iggie just walked in.” Eli heard Sam ask Iggie about Kendrick. “We have two companies on retainer, but there's no particular driver,” Sam replied a few seconds later. “I'll get started on researching this Kendrick right away.” Fifteen minutes later Eli returned to the boardroom to find Bill, Sam, and Iggie huddled over a laptop. They all straightened and looked at him expectantly.
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 “I figured out the green beads. The women at the château doing that voodoo shit—they wore a ton of green bead necklaces.” “Way ahead of you. I asked the château's estate manager to e-mail us any shots taken that night,” Sam said. “I'll let them know it's urgent.” He bent over his keyboard. “Why is our hotel suite cordoned off?” Eli asked “Hotel called in the local PD,” Iggie replied. “Room's off-limits until further notice. CSI arrived on the scene ten minutes ago.” “It'll take them hours to process everything,” Bill said. “I could copter my guys in and out, and we'd have the results within an hour.” “It's out of our hands.” Sam's gaze remained glued to the laptop's screen. “Any update from the limo companies?” “No one named Kendrick employed by either of the limo firms. Neither firm had a limo scheduled for the château.” Bill started pacing a tight circle, hands clasped behind his back. “Both had limos scheduled for Napa Valley, no particular destination listed.” “Great,” Eli muttered. “So we haven't narrowed the field. I figure Kendrick must have been the one who tossed Steph's room. He had the opportunity, and he knew we'd be using Bill's driver for the Dreamcoast trip.” “I hope we're not jumping to the wrong conclusion by concentrating on Kendrick,” Iggie commented. “Too much of a coincidence,” Sam muttered. “What were you guys looking at when I came in?” Eli asked. “The limo firms sent us head shots of all their employees. I was uploading the files,” Sam answered. “It should be done by now. You're the only one who can identify Kendrick, Eli. Go for it. I don't need to tell you that time is of the essence.” Eli stalked over to the laptop and straddled a chair. Sam brought up the file, and Eli paged through it. “This looks like Kendrick. I didn't really pay much attention to him, and I mostly saw his profile, not a full frontal. Same nose, chin, jaw line. There's an address and cell phone on file.” The rage that had been simmering since discovering Stephanie had been kidnapped
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 erupted. He slammed his fist on the boardroom table hard enough to send a bolt of pain up his left arm. “If he's involved, I'll get answers from him.” Iggie clamped his hands on Eli's shoulders, which prevented him from moving. “Think, young 'un. They're not the ones behind this. They kidnapped her for someone else. We have to get to him or her to rescue Stephanie.” “I just deployed my best investigators to Kendrick's. We've got him battened down.” Sam waved at the laptop. “We have his e-mail, his home address. I've five men hopping on his data. We'll get him. I've also sent in two undercover PIs. We're covered on all fronts.” “I can't just sit here and do nothing,” Eli snarled. Propping his elbows on the desk, he jerked both hands through his hair. “If he hurts her, I'll kill him.” The acid in her purse. That's the missing piece.
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 Chapter Eleven “The acid attack happened at Dreamcoast's headquarters,” Eli said. “Get Genevieve in here. If she didn't put the acid in Steph's purse, then it's one of your employees.” Bill stopped pacing. Slapping a palm to his temple, he said, “The tour. Shane would have let her play with the toys. If she's anything like me, when she's playing with animation tools—” Eli snapped, “She doesn't even know the rest of the universe exists. Can we get Shane on a video conference?” Tugging at his constricting tie, he loosened the knot and slipped the first two buttons on his oxford shirt free. “Piece of apple pie,” Bill quipped as his fingers flew over his Droid's keypad. The man had a warped sense of humor, but he seemed as worried about Stephanie as Eli was. “You ready to connect to Dreamcoast and Shane, Sam?” Bill asked. “I've been ready since late last night, had to be for the meeting this morning.” Sam transferred his laptop to the end of the table. “What's the URL for the connection to Shane?” “Hang on,” Bill murmured. “What's up?” Iggie asked. “Shane phoned in sick. Said he'd be in this afternoon.” Shane conducted the tour, the special tour organized for Stephanie. “How long have you and Shane worked together?” Eli's nerves went into triple-time jangles. “Don't even go there,” Bill retorted. “We've worked together since we dropped out of college. He's got shares in the company.” “But he's not an equal partner, right?”
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 “No. My venture-capital backer wouldn't let me give him more than seven percent.” Bill's face colored, and he shoved his spectacles up his nose. “I would've given him half of Dreamcoast in a heartbeat.” “I do a lot of angel financing for new firms,” Iggie said. “The only reason I'd insist on a condition like that is if a background check turned up something. Bill, you need to be honest with us. Stephanie's missing.” After tugging off his glasses, Bill plucked a cloth from his shirt pocket and polished the lenses. “Shane got into cocaine a few years back. He went into rehab and hasn't looked back.” He set the owlish specs back in place. “He volunteered to be drug tested weekly. Not once has there been a problem.” Eli and Iggie and Sam shot each other surreptitious side-glances. “Bill, I'm going to insist that we track down Shane immediately, and I'm authorizing Sam to do a complete examination of all Shane's activities from the time you and Steph started working on Valentine. That's five months back. You with us on this?” Bill's chest rose and fell, his breathing audible in the pin-drop quiet coating the room. “Yeah. I'm with you.” “Start with his cell, Sam. We have a home address for him?” Eli asked. “I'm heading that way, Iggie, and you can't stop me. My gut's pinging into next week.” “You've only lost deals when I didn't listen to your gut, young 'un. Sam, you man communications. Any word on the limo driver yet?” “Not yet. My men are at his home address,” Sam answered. Iggie cut Bill a questioning look. “Yeah, yeah, I'm coming too.” Bill checked his digital watch. “I'll order a chopper. We can be there in thirty minutes; otherwise it'll take at least three hours.” “Hotel has a helicopter pad. You three go get ready. I'll organize everything.” Sam bent his head to his PC and waved a hand at the door. Bill's time estimate proved spot-on, and they touched down on the helipad adjacent to Dreamcoast's headquarters precisely forty minutes after takeoff. Too engrossed in erasing images of Stephanie bruised and battered as soon as they popped into his brain, Eli never saw the
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 dramatic scenery, the Golden Gate's glistening scarlet hue, or the bumper-to-bumper traffic snarl on the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge. Eli recognized the wiry young woman leaning on the chrome bumper of a shiny black Toyota Sequoia as one of Bill's assistants. The roar of the chopper's engines stuttered long enough for Bill to be heard yelling, “He's driving.” He pointed a finger at Eli. After punching Shane's home address into the GPS, Eli hit the ignition switch and then drove the car out of the private company road and onto the highway. Iggie suffered from motion sickness, and the helicopter ride had turned him inside out, so he sat in the rear of the SUV. Bill took the passenger seat, and his cell rang when Eli began climbing a steep incline. Bill's mouth tightened as he read the caller ID on his Droid, and then he brought the phone to his ear. “Yes.” The winding road required all Eli's attention, so he eavesdropped on Bill's conversation sporadically. When he crested the top of the mountain and saw a stretch of flat ahead, he risked an over-the-shoulder glance and discovered Iggie was wfast asleep. The sound of Bill's cell clicking shut drew his attention. “That was Sam. He figured the motion-sickness medicine had kicked in for Iggie and didn't want to disturb him. Kendrick's half cousin was your chauffeur. There's enough of a family resemblance for him to pose as Kendrick. Kendrick's legal. His cousin isn't. It's the old illegalimmigrant round-robin. Kendrick clocks in, someone else does the work, and Kendrick takes his commission and clocks out.” “What about the voodoo stuff at the château? Did Kendrick know anything about that?” “Give me a chance.” Bill's forefinger pushed at the wire rim of his glasses. “Kendrick identified the houngan as one of his cousin's buddies. He didn't recognize the voodoo women. Sam says Kendrick's terrified of this houngan, as is the rest of the immigrant community.” “If this houngan's gone to ground, ten to one we'll never find him.” Eli leaned an elbow on the armrest. “Kendrick's in the country on an agricultural work visa, and the limo company hired him under the table, so he's facing both criminal charges and deportation.”
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 “And all the limo company gets is a fine.” Eli snorted. “The means the whole immigrant community he's part of is going to go into lockdown. No one will admit to knowing anything.” Eli's insides clenched. “We'll never find Kendrick's cousin.” Where are you, honey? Don't be a smart-ass. Give them the code. “CSI found traces of a drug similar to chloroform on the bed sheets of your hotel suite, Eli. Sam's researching it now.” “They drugged her. I hope she stays unconscious for a long, long time.” Eli checked the dashboard clock and shot Bill a glance. “It's almost eleven. She's been gone for at least three hours. No drug lasts that long. And they'll want her alert.” “Yeah, but they transported her by car. Even if they got her right after you left, they would have had to contend with rush-hour traffic on the bridges.” “Which would mean more than three hours' travel time,” Eli said, and he couldn't keep the relief out of his voice. “We stand a chance of getting to her before they start working her over.” He stepped on the accelerator. “Hey, we need to get there in one piece,” Bill muttered. “No need to drive like a maniac.” “I'd like to see your reaction if it were your precious Genevieve who'd been kidnapped. You'd be breaking speed limits too.” “Great to see you two coping so well with the stress.” Iggie's voice rumbled from the backseat. “Where the hell are we?” “About fifteen minutes away from Shane's abode,” Eli replied. “Bill, bring the boss current.” Hang in, Stephanie, honey. Hang in. Shane Smith, you're a dead man. “Sam just texted me,” Bill said. “The drug would render her unconscious for at most a couple of hours. Side effects are wooziness, nausea, and erratic mood swings.” “I never thought I'd pray for Stephanie to be sick, but I am right now.” Anguish gripped Eli's chest, banding his ribs so his heart throbbed and pained with each pump.
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 “Wait. He's sending Shane's file. He's copying you too, Iggie.” Bill went quiet. Eli fought the urge to pull over, jam on the brakes, and snatch the Droid out of Bill's hand. The GPS screen showed an ETA at Shane's house in four minutes twenty-three seconds and counting. “We're almost there.” “Eli, give me your gun.” Iggie had unsnapped his seat belt; his fingers wriggled through the leather divider between the two front seats. “Not a chance in hell.” Eli smiled when he spoke. “You going to give me yours?” His gaze met Iggie's in the rearview mirror. “You two carry weapons?” The horror in Bill's tone made Eli chuckle. “I thought Todd Technologies was a green company like Dreamcoast.” “Being green doesn't prevent me from carrying a gun,” Iggie stated. “I'm in the public eye, and you will be too once the merger becomes public knowledge. There're a lot of crazies out there. Eli, you will not go off half-cocked. That the road leading to his house?” “Yep,” Eli answered, choking back a groan when he glanced at the tree-lined turnoff. Of all the shitty luck. A dirt country road; no other dwellings. They were sitting ducks if they drove all the way to Shane's house. “You ever been here before, Bill?” “No, Shane's in the middle of a nasty divorce. He moved out of his house about a year ago and rented this place. I don't think he's used it until recently. When we were working on Valentine, most of the graphic personnel used the in-house apartments at our headquarters.” “Later. We'll have to go on foot. Bill, I suggest you stay behind in case we need you to contact the police.” “Why don't we call the police and have them handle it?” Bill pleaded. “The clock's ticking,” Eli growled, “and I'm not risking a single hair on Steph's head. Iggie, I'll lead.” Swerving off the road, he drove the Sequoia behind a mound of soil. After giving Bill strict instructions to call the authorities if they didn't return or contact him within fifteen minutes, both men took care to close their doors quietly when they exited the SUV.
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 Eli hugged the tree line on the left side of the dirt road, and Iggie traced his steps. Dressed head to toe in black from boot-shod feet to black leather jackets, the two men wove into the trees before the road took a ninety-degree bend. Eli held up his hand and halted; Iggie sidled to his side. “No tracks in the dirt. Place looks deserted.” A three-storied Victorian house fronted by a wide balcony on the first floor stood at the end of the path. Eli scanned the area around the house. February frostbite had killed most of the nonevergreen vegetation. Withered, brackish leaves clustered drifts around stark, spindly tree trunks and gathered into bunches where the house's walls met the wooden porch floor. “She's not here.” The sour taste of defeat coated Eli's tongue. “No one's been in or out of this house today.” “We have to check,” Iggie whispered. “Let's make it quick. We'll go in from the back.” Eli used one of the stacked fire logs on the porch to break a pane in one of the kitchen windows in the back of the house. He opened the window and lifted himself into the cavernous room. “Someone was here,” he said as Iggie jumped onto the tiled floor. A white sink on the far end of the room held a high pile of glasses and dirty dishes. Eli opened the refrigerator opposite a six-seater table. “OJ, beer, a couple of of o steaks, the usual. Steak's pink, not gray.” After closing the appliance's door, his gaze crawled across each counter seeking clues. “Maybe they were delayed. They could be on the way.” A notepad next to a wall telephone captured Eli's attention. He reached for it. “Grocery list. Let's get out of here. Maybe Sam's unearthed something in Shane's recent movements.” “Take the list. We'll get Bill to identify Shane's writing.” “Good idea.” Eli tore the sheet from the pad and stuffed it into his jacket pocket. Eli insisted they jog back to the Toyota; he would have sprinted, but Iggie refused. Bill had the Sequoia's windows down, feet propped on the dash while he worked on his Droid. Eli cleared his throat and then asked, “Any news?” “You fricking scared me to death.” All the color had drained out of Bill's normally pale face.
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 “Find anything in Shane's file?” Bill shook his head. “Nothing. If Shane's in on this, he's hidden his tracks well.” “I guess we might as well head back to the city.” Iggie opened the door and hopped into the rear. “I'll touch base with Sam.” As he swung into the driver's seat, Eli said, “Bill, can you think of anywhere Shane might have gone?” He started the SUV. “A favorite vacation spot? A relative he's close to?” “I take it the house was empty?” Bill focused his attention on the Droid's display. “Yes, but he'd been there recently.” Swerving and stepping hard on the accelerator, Eli rode the incline to the road. The tires skidded in the coarse pebbles lining the side of the road. The steering wheel veered left, and Eli corrected with a hard right. “Nothing from Sam.” Iggie's terse voice rose over the squealing rubber. “Authorities have Kendrick in custody, but he's lawyered up. ACLU's providing pro bono representation. I have to admit, my stress level's hurdling mountains at the moment. I told Sam to hire whoever he needs. I don't give a rat's ass about the cost.” “I almost forgot.” Eli jammed his knees around the leather-covered steering wheel and kept the vehicle straight with one hand while he dug into his pocket. “Here. Can you verify that's Shane's writing?” Smoothing the crumpled sheet on the dash, Bill glanced at the grocery list and then shook his head. “Shane's writing slants backward. He prints. These letters are almost three times the size of his.” “What?” Eli slammed the brake. “Are you sure?” “Positive,” Bill replied. “Hmm. Did you notice favorite is spelled with a u? And so is color?” It took long seconds for the words to register in Eli's mind. Favorite and color, spelled British-style. Sam? Eli shook his head, but the physical action didn't unscramble his brain. “Sam's British. I've never seen his writing.” “Let me see that,” Iggie ordered.
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 “Sure.” Bill passed the sheet back. A swarm of serpents slithered across Eli's shoulder blades. Twisting in his seat to meet Iggie's eyes, he stated, “You recognize the writing.” Adam's apple working, Iggie nodded. “It's Lisa's,” Iggie added when Bill's jaw dropped. “My wife, Lisa.” Lisa. Not Genevieve, Lisa. Iggie's perfect spray-tan complexion took on a greenish cast, and he looked ready to empty the contents of his stomach. Eli stepped on the accelerator and the SUV gained speed. “Canadians spell the words that way as well as the Brits.” Bill blinked, removed his glasses, blew on the lenses, and then polished them with his sleeve. “Shit.” Eli's grip on the wooden steering wheel slipped, and the car swerved and jerked to the right. Fighting to keep the Sequoia off the graveled shoulder, he wrestled with the wheel, swearing under his breath. “Lisa filed for divorce two days ago. I was—am—blindsided. Came out of nowhere.” Iggie propped his head in his hands. “I have Sam checking into her activities over the last few months. I've been so involved in the merger and the movie and planning the IPO that I haven't been paying attention to Lisa.” “Does she have any shares in the business?” Bill scowled. “No. Our prenup is clear and airtight, Bill. She gets a lump sum and alimony. Lisa can't touch the company. All our residential properties are jointly owned, and a year ago, she would have cleaned up. In the current real estate market, they won't bring in much cash.” “Where's the money, then? She filed for divorce. She can't touch the company or stock. So what's in it for her?” The last word hadn't slipped through Eli's lips before the notion hit him. “Damn it. Genevieve's right—only one person stands to profit if Valentine's delayed—Asia.” “Cupid's Arrow. She warned me,” Bill muttered. “Genevieve told me Asia invested all his cash with one Scott Rothstein. I had my guys run a background on Rothstein and Asia yesterday. Rothstein is from Ft. Lauderdale, and before his arrest, he ran a Ponzi almost as big as Bernie Madoff's. That's by the way. The fact is that Asia's lost everything, and he needs cash
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 desperately. According to the report I received today, he can't make more than two weeks payroll.” “I get that Asia needed to delay Valentine's opening to give Cupid's Arrow the edge at the box office. And flooding the market with pirated copies would've eaten into Valentine's first run. That's when blockbusters are made or broken.” Eli dragged a hand through his hair. “But if Asia's behind this scheme, how're Shane and Lisa involved?”
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 Chapter Twelve “I should've known. I should've suspected,” Iggie said. “Things haven't been good between Lisa and me for some time, but this…” “This isn't right. This is so not Shane. We've worked together for over ten years. We're missing something.” Bill's thumbs flew over his Droid's keys. “I lied when I vouched for Genevieve about the night of the cocktail party. She wasn't with me—she was with Shane. He wanted to keep his affair with Genevieve hush-hush until he signed the final divorce papers.” “What're you doing?” Eli shot Bill a glance. “Texting Gen. She's a ballet aficionado. Always speaks glowingly of Lisa's talent and how hard it must have been being forced into retirement.” Bill pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Since we decided on Château Pontchartrain as the site for Valentine, Shane, Genevieve, and I've been working together a lot. I like the woman, and she's good for Shane.” “Get to it, Bill,” Eli snapped. “Gen went through the wringer when Asia divorced her. She's mentioned more than once that if she'd had the right lawyer, the prenup she signed would never have held up.” His phone rang, and he pressed Receive and Speaker simultaneously. “Gen, did you get my text? We need to know if Lisa was ever at Shane's place.” “I won't talk to you about this, Bill. Lisa spoke with me in confidence. I told her to get herself a divorce lawyer and stick to her guns.” “Stephanie's been kidnapped. She's one of three people who can decrypt the security for the stolen Valentine DVDs.” Silence reverberated and echoed. Eli heard Genevieve's long sigh. “Lisa started surfing Ashley Madison a few months ago. She met someone and fell in love. We're friends from her ballet days. She phoned me a week ago for advice about a lawyer. I invited her to Shane's house, and we had a couple of glasses of wine and then a light lunch. “
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 “Do you have any idea who the new man in Lisa's life is?” Bill asked. “Yes. Lisa had a little too much wine. It's Asia.” Lisa and Asia? Eli's mind reeled, and he could barely focus on Bill's murmured conversation with Genevieve. “Ashley Madison?” Bill asked. “It's a hook-up site. For married people. And don't ask me how I know about it, Bill. I did try to warn you about Asia. I told you he was behind the missing DVDs.” Eli growled, “Stephanie's been gone for over three hours. Do you have any idea where Asia could be holed up, Genevieve?” “He has a home in Reno.” “Reno,” Eli muttered. “How fast can we get there?” They rounded the bend to Dreamcoast's headquarters. “The chopper's still here. We can make it to Reno within half an hour. Can you get Sam to send a team to his house, Iggie? If they're traveling by car, we may be able to make it there before them.” Eli unsnapped his seat belt, jammed the gearshift to park, and then bounded out of the Sequoia. “I've seen that house on Cribs. There's a helipad.” “Where the hell is Shane in all of this?” Bill asked as he followed Eli and Iggie to the chopper. “And if Gen isn't responsible for the acid in Stephanie's purse, who is?” The helicopter's engines roared to life, ending further conversation until Eli clipped on his headset, and he missed half of what Iggie said. “What was that?” “The acid. The hotel's security tape shows a housekeeper team in Steph's room while she was working on her laptop. One of the pics the château sent matches two of the women at the voodoo stunt.” “So, the housekeepers are the voodoo women, and they put the acid in Steph's purse?” “Timing would be right. The acid's strength and impact deteriorated on the long drive. That's why Stephanie was only minimally hurt.” Iggie checked his LCD screen. “Sam's team arrived at Asia's house ten minutes ago. It's empty. Sam hired a traffic copter to scout the roads leading to the house.”
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 “But we don't have a fix on the make or model of the vehicle they're in.” Asia's paranoia and secrecy were legendary. “If Asia spots the chopper…” Eli couldn't finish the thought. “We're almost there.” Bill pointed to a mountainside devoid of trees and littered with low brush. “That's Asia's place. The helipad's located behind a separate bowling alley.” “Sam has five armed men inside the house. They're all ex-SWAT personnel.” Iggie's mouth flattened. “They'll let us in a side entrance. We're to obey them and stay in the background.” “As if,” Eli muttered. The helicopter scurried and hovered before the skids scraped a rectangular slab of concrete located behind a long, rectangular building. “White Range Rover at the base of the hill. Get in there pronto, guys. You have at max eight minutes,” Sam snapped. “Iggie, Eli, don't go off halfcocked.” The team of ex-SWAT personnel herded Eli, Bill, and Iggie into a study off a circular multistory lobby area that sported a spectacular ornate staircase and a crystal-drop chandelier which topped Eli by a foot. The team took up positions in the room, and seconds later, the sound of metal on metal tinkled in the silence. Eli edged left so he had a clear view of the mansion's frosted glass doors. Spying Lisa Mason's elegant profile, he sucked in a breath when Asia Springstone's craggy features appeared at her side. The door banged open. “Cut the whining, Lisa. It's been nonstop complaining since we left 'Frisco.” Asia marched into the vestibule. “The clock's ticking.” “What happens if she won't give us the decryption?” Lisa stalked through the doorway. She squeezed ahead of Asia and spun around, planted her feet wide apart, and stabbed her slate clutch at Asia's chest. “Then one of the IT firms we have on payroll will break the code.” Asia threw a gym bag onto a glass table centered under the chandelier. “Grab the passports and the cash. We're one step ahead of the authorities. Scott Rothstein's spilling his guts and trying to cut a deal with the FBI. If I know the spineless, lily-livered asshole, he's giving them all the details.” “I don't understand why Rothstein came back. He was holed up in Geneva. He could've stayed there.”
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 “He has a US passport. That's where we're ahead of him. We have Moroccan passports. They can't extradite us. What's important now is moving the money from Switzerland. I'm not going to jail, not under any circumstances.” Out of the corner of his eye, Eli caught a glimpse of two of the SWAT guys approaching the Range Rover. Shit, they'll never make it without Asia noticing. Eli reacted on sheer instinct; he picked up an oriental urn and threw it at the chandelier. An explosion rent the tranquility of the setting. Crystal shattered. Three of the members of the SWAT team crouching behind a sofa sprang into motion, leaping over the chair's back, arms straight, hands holding semiautomatic pistols aimed at Lisa and Asia. “Don't tempt me,” one man growled. “Fuck.” Asia raised his hands above his head. “We were so fucking close.” “We got her.” The shout came from the driveway. Eli shoved around the SWAT team. He sprinted down the steps and made it to the Range Rover in the driveway in record time, pushing past the two SWAT guys standing guard to the right of the car. Stephanie lay sprawled in the backseat. She blinked up at him, and a wan smile curved her lips. He opened the door, scooted across the leather, and curved his arms under her legs while burying her nose in her hair. He'd forever love the smell of ginger. Sweat trailed down the side of his cheek, and his heart seemed to rival the enormous organ that the houngan had brandished at the château. “I feel sick,” she mumbled. “I think I'm going to throw up.” She fumbled with the door. Eli grabbed the handle and threw the door wide. “It's okay, honey. I've got you.” He supported her at the waist as she leaned over and emptied her stomach. An ambulance flashing lights and screaming alarms tore up the driveway. Eli'd never been so glad to hear a siren. “She'll feel sleepy and disoriented for a while,” a paramedic said not ten minutes later. “But she's fine. By tomorrow morning, she'll be as right as rain.”
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 Eli hovered, unable to stop touching Stephanie, petting her hair, cupping a shoulder; he laced the fingers of one hand with hers and touched his lips to her knuckles. Iggie and Bill had remained inside the house while the ex-SWAT team guarded Asia and Lisa Mason. “You should get her inside, bro. The temperature dips real fast once the sun sets in this neck of the woods.” Scooping Stephanie into his arms, Eli kissed the tip of her nose and then climbed the steps to the front doors, which stood wide open. Bill greeted him at the entrance to the study. “Stephanie okay?” “Yeah. Just sleepy. What's happening?” “Asia's under arrest for embezzlement. His VP of finance went to the authorities and gave up the details of Asia's part in Rothstein's Ponzi scheme.” Bill pushed his spectacles to the top of the bridge of his nose. “My guess is that this is going to take a while to unravel. Iggie requested a private word with Lisa, but she's refusing to speak with him. She's called her lawyer.” “How's Iggie holding up?” “He's in shock. The only positive I see out of this is that with this whole Scott Rothstein news breaking, the media isn't going to pay us any attention.” Bill shook his head. “That, and Shane being in the clear.” “I'd forgotten all about him. Where is he?” Eli asked. “Turns out Shane was in a car accident last night. When he woke up this morning, he was nauseated, saw dancing black spots. He took a cab to the ER. He has a mild concussion, and they're keeping him overnight.” “I'm taking Stephanie to a hotel. She needs to get a good night's rest.” Eli glanced down at Stephanie's shuttered eyes. “Go. I'll stay with Iggie. He still has to tape the interview for the red-carpet screening tomorrow. Sam's on his way here. We've changed the venue for the interview to our headquarters. It's set for noon. I'll send a limo for the two of you. Midmorning?” “I'll rent a car and drive up.” Eli shifted Stephanie higher. “I'm developing a definite aversion to limos.”
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 She slept the entire trip to the Atlantis Casino Resort Spa. Stephanie woke when he ran her a bath, and she soaked and dozed in the scented, hot water for all of five minutes. Eli couldn't take his eyes off her. Perched on the edge of the tub, he stared at her face, mesmerized by the cute way her nose twitched and the slight crook of one corner of her mouth when her breathing evened and her napping deepened into slumber. After drying her damp skin with a fluffy towel, he carried her to the mattress and sat with Stephanie in his arms, savoring the sight and feel and smell of her. It took long minutes before he could move again. After settling her under the covers, he shucked his shoes and clothes and climbed onto the mattress and gathered her into his arms. His mind raced, and he fell asleep before he could decide how he could accelerate the time between her moving in with him and their getting hitched. Normally a sound sleeper, he jerked awake every time she moved or sighed too long, and cuddled her rear into his groin, feeling grateful beyond words to have Stephanie safe in his arms. They slept in the next morning, Eli opened his eyes to a sun already full and heavy in a blue, cloudless sky. Groaning at the time displayed on his phone, he kissed Stephanie's nose and then tickled her earlobe with his tongue. She stretched, arching her hands high above her head as she pointed her toes. He'd never seen anything so adorable. Marry me. He swallowed hard. Eli turned so they faced each other on the bed. “How're you feeling, Steph?” “Like my brain and my thoughts aren't quite connected yet,” she replied. The curtains waltzed as the air vents fought the rising desert heat, and a shadow flitted across her cheek. Eli traced the ridge of her cheek. “What happened after I left you alone, honey?” “I couldn't fall back asleep, so I got up and had a shower. I went to get a clean panty from the carry-on, and I found a few green beads. They bothered me. I ordered room service and then started working on re-creating the trailer. The doorbell rang, I opened the door, and the houngan from the château grabbed me.” She rubbed her forehead. “It happened so fast. He slapped a cloth over my nose. I tried to twist away, and one of the women held me from behind. I remember grabbing her necklace. Seeing the same bead. And then nothing until I woke up in the backseat of the SUV. Why was Lisa in the car? And who was that man she was with?”
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 Stephanie interrupted him several times during his recounting of the events of the last twenty-four hours. “Poor Iggie,” she said, two of her fingers drawing a figure eight from Eli's left nipple to his right. “So that was the famous Asia Springstone. Do you think that he and Lisa would've hurt me?” His prick rising to the occasion distracted him, and her words didn't sink in at first. “I don't know. When Asia's drinking, he's very aggressive. From what we heard before the ex-SWAT team took them down, he was more interested in skipping the country.” Eli tucked a silken lock of hair behind her ear. “I'm just glad we didn't have to find out.” “I wonder if Amy copied the trailer for her niece. Did Sam find out any more about her?” “I haven't heard from him, but you don't make it to the Make-A-Wish Foundation without being seriously ill.” Eli studied the color riding her cheeks and neck. “What? Why do you look like that?” “I wanted it to be Amy. I was so glad to blame her that I ignored the fact there was a copy on my desktop.” Stephanie studied his forearm, her forefinger trailed up his bicep, and she bit her lower lip. “I was jealous, Eli.” “Are you asking me if anything happened between her and me?” Eli cupped her face and said, “Look at me, honey.” Her nostrils flared, and a hot, minty breath tickled the hair bristling his upper lip. “When I said you had me at hello, I meant it. I am so in love with you that I can't think straight. Marry me, Steph?” “You're in love with me?” Her eyes widened, and her dark lashes spiked and fluttered, brushing arched mahogany brows. “Oh Eli. I love you too.” “Say it again,” he ordered, his voice gruff. “And answer the question.” “I love you,” she said and edged closer on the bed, then ran her tongue across the seam of his mouth. “And?” he growled, his hand grasping the back of her neck. “I'd be honored to marry you, Eli Gallagher. And so proud to call you my husband.”
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 “You don't get to take that back,” he muttered, then sank his mouth over hers. She opened wide for him, slanting her lips, twirling her tongue around his. Mine. Mine. Mine. “I've been crazy for you from the first second I set sight on you.” His voice had coarsened, and the last of Eli's control evaporated. They mated like wildcats. He had her on her back in seconds, so greedy to imprint her taste on his lips, her scent in his nose, that his mouth and hands went everywhere all at once, fondling her breast, sucking damp kisses from the cusp of her shoulder, up her slender throat, over the line of her jaw. Stephanie fought him for access, her small fingers crawling across his belly. His lungs caved when she dipped into his navel, and the anticipation smoldered when a thumb grazed the slit of his dick. His eyes crossed as he tried to focus on one raspberry nipple before skating his tongue around the paler pink circle crowning the budded tip. The sweetness of her taste went straight to his groin, and his balls contracted. “You're wet,” she murmured and licked his chest; then her hands cupped the head of his dick, and she circled up, slicking his precum, her finger outlining the sensitive ridge under the crown. “So're you,” he muttered, thumbing her clit and sliding his middle finger inside. “So hot, so ready, honey.” “Eli,” she crooned as she tipped his cock through her folds, knocking his thumb sideways. “Honey.” His eyes wouldn't focus; he slipped his finger out of her. She groaned and positioned the head of his prick at her center, then wrapped her legs around his waist and ground down on him. “Oh yes, oh yes, Eli.” Grasping her hips, he sank deeper, and she convulsed around him, her walls contracting and loosening, her hold growing hotter and tighter as he plunged and withdrew, receding to her rim, then sheathing his cock to her core. She grabbed his ass cheeks and squeezed and arched. He hit the precipice, and the orgasm tore through him as she climaxed; her pussy milked all the sperm from his dick.
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 Eli collapsed, his face crooking into her damp hair and neck. She smelled like heaven, all woman and musk and paradise sex. Opening one eye, he spied the fading shadow of the hickey he'd given her at the château; his lips quirked, and he licked the slight salt of her perspiration. His brain matter slipped sideways, or so he figured, because he couldn't string two words together mentally. Realizing his weight bore down on her, Eli struggled to his forearms. “Eli?” “Honey?” “I really do love you.” “Remember what I said,” he mumbled. “You don't get to take it back.”
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 Epilogue Eli and Stephanie arrived in Dreamcoast's boardroom forty minutes late, but the meeting hadn't come to order. Shane stood opposite the double-doored entrance to the room, sipping from a black porcelain mug. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee permeated the room. To the right of a robo souped up version of a DeLonghi household coffee appliance, Iggie and Sam conversed in low tones. Bill Harris walked in the direction of a sideboard laden with sandwiches, subs, and various juice and water bottles. “Everyone want to grab a seat? Get your sandwiches and drinks. This is going to be a working lunch. Iggie's interview was rescheduled for an hour from now, so we have to rush this.” Ignatius Mason's perpetual tan had paled, the grooves lining either side of his mouth seemed to have deepened, and the bags under his eyes didn't bode well for the television interview in an hour. Bill took the CEO chair; Shane and Iggie settled into the positions on either side of him. Eli took the seat adjacent to Shane after seating Stephanie in the chair next to his. “We have the missing DVDs,” Iggie announced. Eli covered Stephanie's hand with his. “And thanks to Shane, Bill, and Amy, we managed to re-create the book trailer.” “Amy?” Stephanie asked. “Amy copied the trailer to show during the birthday party that the Make-A-Wish Foundation is holding for her niece at Disney as we speak,” Sam replied. “Needless to say, the company decided not to press charges, but a warning will go in her HR file.” Stephanie shot Eli a surreptitious peek; he met her eyes, and his lips curved.
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 “The positive publicity we're getting from buying the rights to Cupid's Arrow is amazing,” Bill stated. He flashed Iggie a grin. “I suspect we'll have two blockbusters on our hands.” “We're buying the rights to Cupid's Arrow?” “My brilliant idea,” Eli stated. “We'll delay the launch a week and then use Valentine to feed into Cupid.” Stephanie cuffed Eli's shoulder. “You never said a word.” “The irony of it all,” Sam quipped. “Lisa and Asia planned to derail Valentine Voodoo to make Cupid's Arrow the runaway movie hit of the year. And they succeed, but not in a way either could ever have envisioned.” “The banks seized the assets of Southern Adventures.” Iggie rubbed a thumb over his chin. “My guess is it will be a slow and agonizing death. There are too many receivership auctions these days.” Sam twirled a slim Montblanc between two fingers. “Re our voodoo characters and Kendrick's cousin, our mysterious limo driver—we can't locate him though we've combed every square foot of Kendrick's neighborhood. As far as Kendrick's concerned, looks like he's going to be deported. And I'd bet my left nut that the stolen limo's on its way to some third-world country.” “No word on who hired them?” Eli asked. “And for what purpose?” “Asia's finance VP confirms that he hired the lot of them. You and Stephanie were supposed to overreact and call attention to the dolls. That was supposed to be the start of a whole bunch of negative publicity.” Sam stretched back in his chair, lacing his fingers over his chest. “Instead, we burned them.” Eli brought Stephanie's hand to his lips. “What's happening with Lisa, Iggie?” “I'm not pressing charges. She's still refusing to meet with me.” Iggie pushed to his feet. “Asia's cutting a deal with the FBI. He'll go to jail, but it won't be hard time.” “Doesn't seem right, does it?” Stephanie asked. “He's ruined so many lives. Southern Adventures employed over five thousand people. What's going to happen to them now?” “We'll hire some of their designers, if they're willing to relocate.” Iggie puffed out a long sigh.
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 Iggie and Bill then went through the outline of the planned merger, detailing how the combined company would work. The meeting ran over by five minutes, and the resulting rush to get to scheduled appointments blurred events for Stephanie. Before she could blink, they were in the SUV on the way back to San Francisco. “I only just realized it,” Stephanie exclaimed. “Today is Valentine's Day. Wow, this couldn't be better. What a story to tell our kids. And you'll never have an excuse for forgetting the day you proposed.” “Had it all planned,” Eli said as he laced their fingers together. She studied his features. “Did you really?” “I knew I was going to ask you to marry me. When was kind of iffy.” He shot her that devilish smile she loved so much. “Until I met you, Stephanie Grant, the only woman in the world who could discombobulate me was my mom. It took me five months to ask you out, and then what do I do? Grab a quickie in my office.” “You wanted to ask me out for five months?” The blood in her veins and arteries simmered; she turned in the seat to stare at the line of his jaw and grinned when she saw that his hair spiked and stuck out at odd angles. “If I say it often enough, maybe you'll believe me eventually. You had me at hello, Stephanie Grant.” “Eli?” “Honey?” “I've never been parking. You know the way all the high school students do.” She knew her face had turned seventeen shades of red. “There's that lookout spot that Bill told us about.” The brakes squealed as the SUV slowed and edged into the side of the road. “Parking will have to wait.” Eli hauled her into his lap. “We'll need to find a safe place.” “Why'd you stop, then?” “Needed to touch you. Hear you say those three words again.” “I love you,” she whispered.
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 Jianne Carlo
 
 His gray eyes widened; then he framed her face with both hands and muttered, “You can't take it back,” before kissing the stuffing right out of her right there and then on a slice of California roadway in the shade of swaying pine trees. Emotion raged in her chest; her heart battled her rib cage as happiness soared and crested. Desire and joy raced through Stephanie. Her scalp tingled; her skin heated, prickling the pads of her fingers, tightening her nipples, plucking at her sex. She tangled her fingers in his hair and felt the sweep of his tongue all the way to her curling toes. Eli tasted of futures and sunrises, of morning coffee and wine at sunset, of cozy winter evenings, of brilliant beaches and cloudless blue skies, of fairy-tale endings, and Cupid's arrow and love and Valentines.
 
 Loose Id(R) Titles by Jianne Carlo A Paratrooper in a Pear Tree Valentine Voodoo White Wolf The MEDITERRANEAN MAMBO Series Manacled in Monaco Notorious in Nice
 
 Jianne Carlo Jianne Carlo knows multi-cultural romance. Born to an Indian father and a Hispanic mother intent on becoming a nun, she met and married her Dutch-bred immigrant husband in her last year at college. Their children check off the majority of the boxes under the category, Ethnic Origin. Add to this the fact Jianne grew up on a sixty by forty Caribbean island where the population mixture represents the world's religious, cultural, and ethnic diversity (and some mixtures no one's dreamed up) and you have a multi-cultural woman who believes the word 'Mutt' represents the best of human nature. For the factually inclined, Jianne has a Bachelor's Degree in English and Sociology, and a Master's in Management Science with three areas of concentration, Computers, Finance, and Statistics. She's lived and worked in Canada (Ontario, Vancouver), the United States (San Francisco, various small cities in southern California, Miami, and Parkland) and the Caribbean (Trinidad and Tobago, Jamaica, Barbados, Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic, Tortola) and South America (Guyana). Her passions in life center around her proudest achievements, a happy marriage (measure of happiness varies with level of irritation), and three grown sons of the finest caliber she's proud to call friends, although they're never allowed to forget the mom factor. Other areas of interest include, traveling, meeting new people, reading, dressage, all animals, cooking eclectic food, eating said food, and sipping good wine, while hanging out, ('liming' in Trini-speak) with friends. Jianne's proud to announce the only carbonated beverage she drinks is champagne. Who needs Coke? And you never want to be in the same room if she picks up a dart and aims for the target. Run for your life. Her colleagues do. Her family hides such instruments.
 
					    

		

            

	        	    
    		
    		    

    		    

    		

		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Valentine Voodoo

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Valentine, Valentine

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Valentine, Valentine

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Valentine

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Valentine

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Valentine

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Valentine

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Valentine

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Valentine

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Valentine

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Valentine

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo Doll

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo Ltd

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo Kiss

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo River

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo Doll

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo Doll

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo-Rache

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo River

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo Heart

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo Planet

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo Daddy

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo Planet

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo River

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo River

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Voodoo River

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		        	    
 
	            

	
	    
		
	    
            
                
                    Recommend Documents

                

		
		    						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Valentine Voodoo	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Valentine, Valentine	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Valentine, Valentine	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Voodoo	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Voodoo	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Voodoo	    
	
	
	    VOODOO A Halloween Treat set in the world of Hero Sandwich in the anthology HARD CANDY Trick or Treating’s not just for...

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Voodoo	    
	
	
	    G

U

V

R

P

S

OODOO

The Shadow War By C. J. Carella Edited by Susan Pinsonneault Cover by Tim Bradstreet Illustrat...

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Valentine	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Valentine	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Valentine	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



					    		

            

        


    





    
	
	    
		
		    ×
		    Report "Valentine Voodoo"

		

		
		    
			Your name
			
		    

		    
			Email
			
		    

		    
			Reason
			-Select Reason-
Pornographic
Defamatory
Illegal/Unlawful
Spam
Other Terms Of Service Violation
File a copyright complaint


		    

		    
			Description
			
		    

		    
			
			    

			

		    

		    
		

		
		    Close
		    Send
		

	    

	

    




	
	    
		Copyright © 2024 EPDF.PUB. All rights reserved.
		
		    About Us | 
		    Privacy Policy |  
		    Terms of Service |  
		    Copyright | 
		    DMCA | 
		    Contact Us | 
		    Cookie Policy 
		

	    

	    

	
	
	    
		
		    
			×
			Sign In

		    

		    
			
			    
				Email
				
			    

			    
				Password
				
			    

			    
				
				    
					
					 Remember me
				    
				    Forgot password?
				


			    

			    Sign In
			

		    

		

	    

	

	
	
	
	

	
	

	

	
	
	    Our partners will collect data and use cookies for ad personalization and measurement. Learn how we and our ad partner Google, collect and use data. Agree & close
	

	
	
    