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  After years of catering to the whims of the rich and famous at one of the Caribbean's most luxurious resorts, there isn't much that can rattle Carla DeLuca.


  Until Sam O’Connell shows up.


  Tall, dark, and sexy, Holley Cay's new security chief is no stranger. He's the irresistible bad boy who seduced her over a long, hot summer only to leave her heartbroken, humiliated, and determined to never again fall for a player like him. But though her heart still stings with the memory of his rejection, her body can't forget the all-consuming pleasure of his touch.


  Sam never forgave himself for his too cruel rejection of Carla over a decade before. Young, reckless, and convinced it was only a matter of time Carla regretted hooking up with a trouble maker like him, Sam pushed Carla away before she could realize her mistake. But when Sam lands a job working for Carla in paradise, he seizes the chance to finally make things right.


  When a hurricane strands them alone on the island, Carla is unable to resist the passion simmering between them. She doesn't fool herself that what they have will last past the storm. But little does she know, Sam will do whatever it takes to make her his – forever this time.
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  Chapter One


  


  


  This could not be happening.


  That was all Carla DeLuca could think as she stared, dumbstruck, at the man in front of her. The Caribbean breeze ruffled night dark hair that was much shorter than she remembered. His lean features had become bolder, more chiseled, and his broad-shouldered lanky form had filled out substantially. Despite the differences, she had known his face the instant she'd laid eyes on him. Even after over a decade, there was no mistaking those blue eyes, startling against his jet black lashes and brows.


  Eyes that crinkled at the corners as he offered a friendly, if guarded smile, and didn't do a damn thing to help her unglue her tongue from the roof of her mouth.


  “Isn't it amazing?” Her cousin Chris's laughing voice broke through her daze, and she focused on his smiling face as he clapped the other man on the shoulder. “Who would have ever thought we'd hire Sam O'Connell as head of security?”


  “Amazing,” Carla murmured. Mentally steeling herself, she forced herself to meet Sam's eyes. The effect of those laser blue eyes meeting hers was only slightly less jolting than it had been two minutes ago, when she'd arrived on the terrace of Holley Cay's dining room to see what Chris's big surprise was.


  After a two month search for someone to head up security at Holley Cay, the exclusive Caribbean resort Chris had started nearly a decade ago which Carla now managed, Chris had found the perfect candidate.


  Sam O'Connell.


  A man who Carla could happily go to her grave never laying eyes on again.


  “Sam,” Carla repeated. “You hired Sam to head up our security,” she said, as though she expected Chris to change his answer, like it was all some horrible joke.


  But Chris had no clue what had gone on between Sam and Carla during that hot Las Vegas summer, and if he did, he'd never be so cruel as to pull something like this.


  “It's great to see you again, Carla,” Sam said. His expression gave nothing away, but his voice, still raspy and even deeper than it had been at twenty-one, had the same maddening impact as it always did, curling around her like a warm blanket and sending a little flutter of need to her core. “You look even better than the last time I saw you.”


  Not much of a stretch, considering the last time he saw her she was a sobbing mess, practically bent double in pain from the blow he'd just delivered to her heart.


  Still, as she felt his admiring gaze roam over her, she was glad she'd had her monthly Brazilian Blowout just yesterday so her psychotically curly hair hung down her back in silky waves and that her short, silky dress showed off arms and legs that were slim and toned from hours on the running trail and thousands of reps in the gym.


  That's right. Take a long look at what you gave up, everything you've been missing, she thought.


  Then it hit her again, how easily he'd been able to walk away. He hadn't missed a goddamn thing. The memory of his smirk and the cruel glint in his blue eyes was enough to get her hormones in check and straighten her spine.


  She was no longer an eighteen-year-old girl caught under the spell of a seductive bad boy. She was almost thirty years old, in charge of a multi-million dollar operation. And, if Sam and Chris had their way, Sam's boss.


  Right. Maybe when hell froze over.


  Her muscles strained with the effort to keep her smile on her face. “You're looking good yourself.” It was the understatement of the last millennium. At twenty-one, he'd been a blue-eyed heartbreaker with his black Irish looks and tall, athletic body. Now, at thirty-two, he was six foot three inches of solid muscle. He'd packed on at least twenty-five pounds since she'd seen him last, and not an ounce of it was fat.


  His shoulders strained at the sleeves of his white linen shirt. In deference to the tropical heat, he wore short sleeves, exposing the lower half of biceps that were as big around as her thigh and forearms corded with muscle and sinew.


  His face had taken on a lean maturity, and while his eyes were still piercingly blue, they no longer held the naughty glimmer that said he was thinking of about a hundred different things to do to her and she was guaranteed to enjoy every one.


  There was a seriousness about him now, a kind of quiet readiness that hadn't existed in the charming hellraiser she'd known. And in his eyes, she could see the shadows, the ones she'd never had more than a glimpse of all those years ago.


  The ones that made her want to pull him into her arms and chase them away. She felt the same undeniable tug now, the urge to chase away his demons with the sheer power of her love.


  Oh, gag me.


  She shook her head, snapped herself out of it. God, what was wrong with her? Five minutes in his presence and she was already spinning fantasies like the dopey eighteen-year-old she'd once been.


  “Chris,” she said, turning her attention to her cousin, “I know Sam is one of your oldest friends, but this position requires a significant level of responsibility. No offense Sam, but from what I remember about you, I can't imagine you're even remotely qualified.”


  Sam's smile tightened around the edges. “Based on what you remember about me, I'm sure you can't. But if you'll look at my resume, I can assure you I'm more than qualified to manage security for Holley Cay.”


  He slid a piece of paper across the table. Carla flipped it over and saw that it was a resume. She scanned down, trying to keep the surprise from her face as she registered the details. Six years in the US Army. That was no surprise. She'd known he was headed off to basic the night he left.


  At the time, after she'd seen his true colors, she'd expected he would either go AWOL or get kicked out in no time. She'd never expected him to last six years, five of them in Special Forces, followed by an honorable discharge four years ago.


  While in the Army he'd completed a bachelor's degree in business and economics, and in the four years since his discharge, he'd been working for an international security firm that worked protecting US interests in such lovely places as Iraq, Somalia, and Afghanistan.


  “You know I'd never hire anyone who wasn't qualified just because he's my friend,” Chris said, sounding insulted. “You're my cousin, and I would have never let you take over as general manager here if I didn't know you could to the job as well as I did, and I'll fire your ass in a heartbeat if you're not cutting it.”


  His words, and the sharp look that accompanied them made Carla's stomach clench. She thought she'd made up for what had happened last year, but apparently not. “If anything Sam is overqualified,” Chris added.


  “You obviously have a great deal of experience,” she conceded. “But you understand it's hard for me to consider hiring someone who nearly went to juvie for boosting cars to run our security department.”


  “That was a long time ago,” Sam said, his blue gaze unwavering. “I think you'll find a lot about me that's changed since then.” She knew he wasn't talking about his resume.


  What if he's changed? What if he's not the bad boy player he once was? A reformed bad boy is every girl's dream... Where the hell had that stupid, naïve, romantic idealist come from? Carla wondered as she gave herself a mental shake.


  She thought she'd killed that part of herself a long time ago. No, scratch that, Sam had killed it. Stabbed it in the heart and laughed while he'd done it.


  “I appreciate you coming all the way down here to interview,” she said, “but we're still reviewing several candidates for the position.”


  Sam and Chris exchanged a look. Chris' dark brows pulled into a frown as he looked back at her. “This isn't the interview. I've already offered Sam the position.”


  “And I've accepted,” Sam said.


  There as a roaring sound in her ears and a tightness in her stomach.


  She stood abruptly and said, “Will you excuse us for a minute?” Turning to her cousin, “Chris? A word please.”


  She spun on her heel, her sandals tapping against the stone of the patio as she strode quickly into the restaurant's lounge area. At this time of the morning the crowd was thin, most of the resort's guests still sleeping off last night's revelry or basking at the pool or at their own private beaches. Still, Carla pitched her voice low in case anyone cared to eavesdrop.


  “What the hell Chris?” she said. “How could you hire him without even discussing it with me?”


  Chris held up his hands as though to ward her off. “It all came together really quickly. Last week when I was in Vegas visiting Mom I ran into Sam at the gym. We got to talking and it turned out he's been looking to make a switch, but he was about to accept an offer from a company in the UK so I had to act fast.”


  “You should have consulted me,” Carla snapped. “When I took over as GM―”


  “Interim GM.”


  Carla's teeth clenched at the reminder her position was still provisional, that the board of directors had not yet approved her for the permanent position. “Interim or not, you assured me you would let me call the shots.” A year ago, Chris had decided to expand his operations beyond Holley Cay and opened up another resort on a nearby island he'd acquired from the celebrity owner who had overextended himself and needed to liquidate.


  Unlike Holley Cay, which catered to wealthy couples and singles, the new resort on Coral Cay was geared towards families, with a high end child care facility and activities designed to keep the younger ones entertained while the parents soaked up the sun and enjoyed umbrella drinks on the beach.


  Chris and his wife, Julie, who had just had their first child just a few months before work began on the new facility, were eager for the change of pace the new resort offered. While the resort was under development, Chris had handed over more and more of the day to day operations of Holley Cay to Carla. After five years of working with Chris as the assistant manager of the resort, it was a given, at least as far as Carla and Chris could tell, that Carla would take over as general manager.


  However, their board of directors, made up of their biggest outside investors, wasn't entirely on board. Though she knew the ins and outs of the resort better than anyone―maybe even Chris – there was talk of getting someone from the outside, with decades of experience, to insure Holley Cay didn't lose its status as one of the world's most exclusive, luxurious playgrounds for the rich and famous.


  Chris, who thankfully always had her back, had lobbied heavily in Carla's favor. He'd gotten the board to agree to give Carla a one-year trial period as the acting General Manager.


  In the first six months of her trial, Carla had come through with flying colors, if she did say so herself.


  Until disaster struck, one which made it imperative that she hire a qualified security director, and fast.


  “We've been looking for a security head for a month now, and nothing is happening,” Chris said.


  Carla threw up her hands in frustration. “It's not my fault we haven't found anyone qualified. You saw the resumes. You told me not to bother bringing any of them in for interviews.”


  “And now I found someone who's overqualified, so I jumped on it. You should be thanking me for taking what's been a major hurdle off your plate.”


  If he'd hired anyone other than Sam O'Connell, she would. “I feel like I've been subverted and I don't like it.”


  Chris's expression, usually so open and friendly, became grave. “I didn't want to have to hit you with this, but you know the thefts here have the investors questioning whether or not you can handle this.”


  Carla felt the knot in her stomach pull tighter. The first six months after she took over, everything went as smooth as silk. Business was booming despite the down economy, and Holley Cay continued to get nothing but praise from their exclusive clientele.


  Then a month ago, the panty raider had struck.


  At least, that's what Carla had called him in her mind. She'd never be so frivolous in front of the women who, rightly so, were horrified and furious about the fact that, while at Holley Cay, someone had broken into their rooms, stolen multiple pairs of underwear, and was now attempting to auction them off on eBay.


  Though most of the world saw it as nothing more than a silly prank, and the culprit, who turned out to be a member of the housekeeping staff looking for a creative way to make an extra buck, was easily tracked through her eBay account, for Carla and Holley Cay it had been disastrous.


  Besides the gorgeous Caribbean setting, the resort staked its reputation on complete privacy, unparalleled luxury, and total discretion. Guests were willing to pay thousands of dollars for the privilege.


  Carla had handled the problem as discreetly and as aggressively as she could, comping the guests who were victimized and getting rid of the security manager who had not done the background check required of every single employee. If he had, he would have found out that the woman in question had worked at another resort two years before and had been fired for stealing.


  Then Carla had had a brand new, state of the art key card system installed that tracked employees' usage and made sure none of the staff were entering rooms or facilities unless they had reason to be there.


  To her face, Chris and the investors had commended her on how she handled the aftermath, and when business rebounded and the numbers went back up, Carla had hoped to put the whole mess behind her.


  Now she was afraid that one hiccup―okay, it was more like a heart attack―was going to ruin her chance to keep the job she'd worked so hard to earn.


  “What do you think?” she asked, raising her chin in challenge. “I know you have to answer to the investors, but you still have a lot of pull. Do you think I'm up to it?”


  “Of course,” Chris replied, and Carla felt the tension drain out of his shoulders at his lack of hesitation. “But the lack of a competent security manager makes them nervous, and the more nervous they are, the more I get bitched at.” He lifted a big hand to stifle a yawn. “And between Julie and Mathilda and twenty families at a time to keep happy, I don't need to hear it. I ran Sam's resume by them and they loved that he's former special forces and worked for Argus Securities.”


  Carla rolled her eyes. “I don't know a single person who would choose where to stay based on who was running security.”


  “Me neither, but that's not the point. It's your ass if we don't hire someone. Sam practically fell into our laps, and I can't understand why you're not as happy about this as I am.”


  She knew she was screwed, but she couldn't keep from lobbing one final protest. “He's practically been a mercenary for the past five years. That's not exactly a great foundation for working in the hospitality business.”


  Chris cocked a dark eyebrow and gave her an irritated look.


  Carla slumped in defeat. In trying to avert professional disaster on her behalf, he had no idea he'd brought an even larger one down on her shoulders. And there was no way she could tell him, not without completely humiliating herself.


  Even if she did fess up that a long time ago, in a Nevada desert far, far away she'd fallen for the one boy-man she'd known damn well to stay away from, what did it say about her that after more than a decade she was still so hung up on him she could barely stand to be in the same room?


  Chris, though her cousin and one of her best friends, was also her boss. She was on thin ice professionally, and she couldn't let a personal incident from the past affect her professional present.


  As she had reminded herself out on the deck, she was no longer an idealistic eighteen-year-old with stars in her eyes and hormones raging through her body. Time to pull up her big girl panties and face this situation like a grown up.


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  There was no mistaking the tension in Carla's posture as she stalked across the patio, Chris hot at her heels.


  Irritated or no, Sam couldn't keep his eyes off the way her ass swished back and forth and the way muscles of her calves shifted beneath smooth, tanned skin under the flowy fabric of her dress. He hadn't been bullshitting her when he said she looked even better than she had the last time he saw her. At eighteen, she'd been all wide, dark eyes and wild curls to match.


  Short―she'd barely come up to the middle of his chest―but lushly curved enough to stop traffic, Carla DeLuca had been a sweet little armful, one he'd been itching to get his hands on practically from the first time he laid eyes on her. But Chris knew Sam all too well and had made it clear he'd kick Sam's ass all the way to Los Angeles if he so much as looked at his three-years-younger and infinitely less experienced cousin.


  Though Chris had been a match for his size and played football and water polo, Sam didn't have much concern about Chris being able to kick his ass. But Chris was one of Sam's best friends, and Sam tried hard not to ever let his hookups interfere with his friendships. Plus, he knew Chris was right―Carla was a good girl, nothing like the girls Sam usually ran with.


  So though he'd run into her every so often through high school and after, he'd tried his damndest to keep his hands to himself.


  “Tried” being the operative word. Then, the summer after Carla's senior year, Carla had shown up for employee orientation at the resort outside Vegas where Sam had worked on and off for a couple of years.


  It had taken less than a week of Carla and Sam working at the isolated desert oasis, well out of Chris's sight and influence, for Sam's restraint to break down and for him to do a full court press on Carla.


  Not that she'd been easy. Though she'd trailed him by three years in high school, she'd been well aware of his reputation and had flat out told him she wasn't about to become another notch on his belt.


  Which only made him want her more.


  In the eleven years since he'd last seen her, it didn't look like Carla had gotten any easier. With her hair straightened into a dark, silky curtain and her body toned and tight, she looked sleek and tough and ready to take on the world.


  She hadn't, however, been prepared for the bomb Chris had lobbed at her. Sam had tried to dissuade Chris from springing him on Carla unannounced. He knew damn well Carla wouldn't, as Chris claimed, “be totally psyched” to have Sam come work with her at Holley Cay.


  And based on the last time he’d seen Carla, she had a damn good reason why.


  Fresh guilt churned in his gut as he remembered the look on Carla's face that night he'd told her it was over. Her pain as he'd told her, in the cruelest way possible, that there was no future for them was seared in his brain like a brand.


  He looked up at the sound of footsteps and saw Carla and Chris coming through the French doors that opened out from the restaurant to the patio. He could see the tension on Carla's face from here. Whatever she'd discussed with Chris, it hadn't made her any happier.


  Had she told him about what had happened?


  Sam's conscience pricked him, as it had the moment Chris had told him that if he accepted the position at Holley Cay, he'd be working not for Chris, but for Carla.


  “You remember Carla, right?” Chris had asked.


  Hell yeah, he remembered her. And not, as Sam knew Chris assumed, as the cute girl three classes behind whom he encountered at one of the many parties Chris had thrown in high school. Sam should have told Chris then, he knew. Should have come clean, been a man about it, and let him know all the reasons why Carla wouldn't want him within a hundred miles of their island paradise.


  But he knew if he fessed up, he most likely wouldn't get to see her again. And though he hadn't let himself dwell on her in years―white hot dreams where he finally got to do all the things she wouldn't let him didn't count―at the mention of her name he felt the need to see her with an urgency unlike anything he'd felt in a long time.


  In fact, the last time he'd felt it, it had been when he knew he needed to drive her away before she wasted her life on a loser like him.


  But when Chris told him about the position, and how Carla was on the verge of losing her job because of the previous security breach, Sam had been overwhelmed by the need to help her. Any flashes of common sense that tried to warn him this was a terrible idea were immediately drowned out by the urge to come to her rescue, as though somehow that could make up for the way he'd treated her before.


  As Chris crossed to him, Sam rose from his chair and studied his face, looking for signs of anger. Though he looked frustrated, Chris didn't look pissed. Sam let down his guard now that he was reasonably sure he didn't need to brace himself to take a punch.


  Check that, he thought as his gaze shifted back to Carla, who looked ready to skip the punch and go straight for a kick in the nuts.


  “So, looks like you're our new head of security,” she said. He thought the expression on her face was supposed to be a smile but it looked more like a baring of teeth. And if looks could kill, he'd be nothing more than a pile of ash on the flagstone patio slabs. “Since Chris hired you, I'll have him show you to your office and get you set up―“


  “I'm going to have to head out,” Chris interrupted. “We've got a wedding for five hundred tomorrow so I need to relieve the nanny.” He gave Sam a wink and slapped him on the shoulder. “Seriously, nothing but non-stop action here in the tropics. We'll have you over to our place to catch up soon.” Chris took his leave, and Sam turned his attention back to Carla.


  “Did you know when you took this job you'd be working for me?” she asked him point blank as soon as Chris was out of earshot.


  Sam nodded.


  “Why? In what universe did you think this would be a good idea?”


  Without waiting for an answer she turned and started marching back inside, leaving Sam no choice but to follow. “I knew you wouldn't be overjoyed to see me―“


  “You think?” she said over her shoulder as she cut through the restaurant, back outside, and through the breezeway that connected the restaurant with the resort's main building. He followed her past the reception counter and down a hall that led to a large windowed office. “This is my office,” she said, indicating a room with picture windows that offered views of turquoise blue water and white sand beach. Off in the distance Sam saw a two-mast sailboat making its lazy way across the horizon. “Bryce, our sales and events director, sits in here with me. You'll meet him later.”


  She continued further down the hall and opened a door on the left. “And this is where you'll be.” It was smaller than hers, no more than fifteen by fifteen or so, but like hers it offered a view of the sea that Sam could happily stare at for hours. “You didn't answer my question. Why?”


  “Like Chris said, I needed a change of pace. I've been to some nasty places over the years.” That was putting it lightly. His stint in the Rangers had sent him to Iraq and Afghanistan, and in the five years he'd worked for Argus he'd seen more suffering and death than he ever had in the military. “I got tired of getting paid to help multi-billion dollar corporations screw the locals in the most fucked up places on the planet, so when Chris offered up a job in paradise, how could I not jump at it?”


  And when Chris had said Holley Cay was paradise, he hadn't been exaggerating. When he was a kid he'd looked at pictures in magazines, watched commercials for places like Club Med and wondered what it would be like to be able to go to a place like that. Holley Cay was about a hundred notches above Club Med in luxury, but it wasn't just the five star quality of the place that caught Sam's attention.


  From the second Sam had stepped off the water taxi that had transferred from nearby St. Thomas, he'd felt a sort of calm seep into his bones. It was like nothing he'd ever experienced. He'd grown up on the outskirts of Vegas, away from the glamour of the strip where the neon lights and wads of cash gave way to desperation. He'd never seen a place so beautiful and pristine.


  The sheer beauty, combined with the warm, salt-scented breeze, the lazy slap of waves lapping up onto the beach, gave Holley Cay a calming vibe that made a person feel like nothing could ever go wrong.


  “I'd think working for me would be a pretty damn big deterrent,” Carla snapped, distracting him from the view out the window. Contrary to his thoughts, the look on her face proved that some days things went very wrong for some people.


  He couldn't stop his lips from curving into a smile. “Actually, it was kind of a selling point.”


  Her face went pale underneath the tan.


  “What, you didn't have enough fun ripping me apart and humiliating me the first time? You thought you'd take Chris up on his offer and come back for another round?”


  There was no mistaking the pain in her eyes and her voice, and again the guilt clawed at him. Though he knew he'd treated her horribly, he'd justified it over the years with the knowledge that she'd gone on to become incredibly successful. If she'd stayed with him, who knew where she would have ended up. All he knew was that it wouldn't be here in paradise running one of the most exclusive resorts in the world.


  He'd hoped, stupidly, selfishly, that her hurt would have faded over the years, but it was all still there on her face, raw and undeniable. When Chris had told him he'd be working with Carla, part of his excitement and urgency to see her again was that he'd have the opportunity to give her a much-deserved apology. But now, seeing the pain on her face, he realized what a selfish asshole he was, dredging all of this up for her just so he could make amends.


  He ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “Chris told me about some of the problems you've been having, and when I heard about your situation, I wanted to help. I figured it was the least I could do.”


  Her arms were folded tight across her chest, her face a stony mask.


  “But you're right,” he said at her continued silence and dug his cell phone out of his pocket, “this was a bad idea. Let me call Chris, I'll tell him I changed my mind, I can recommend a couple other guys―”


  “It would have been nice if you could have done that about a week ago, before our investors got all hot and bothered by you. Unfortunately for me, I actually need you to keep your job so I can keep my job. According to Chris, they practically wet their pants when he showed them your resume.”


  Sam couldn't stifle a chuckle. Carla always did have a way with words. “I can make some calls―there are a lot of guys more qualified than I am―”


  Carla cut him off. “Even if you can find someone we can hire quickly, it won't look good if I send you packing right away.


  No, if it looks like I screwed this up, I'm out. I can't lose this job. I've worked too hard to get her and I don't want to let Chris down. You have to stay, at least long enough to get everyone off my back.” For the first time since she'd stepped out on that patio he saw a flash of vulnerability in her eyes.


  He'd always been drawn to it, drawn to her. The way she came off as so savvy, so confident, but inside there was a sweetness she didn't always let others see. “Of course I'll stay.”


  “Good.” She nodded. The vulnerability vanished, replaced by the guarded wariness her tight smile couldn't hide.


  Her shoulders lost some of their tension as she leaned a hip against the desk and folded her arms across her chest. Sam tried and failed not to notice the way the plump curve of her breasts swelled above the top of her sleeveless dress. She gave a deep sigh, giving him just the barest glimpse of black lace against smooth tanned skin.


  Oh, Jesus, Carla DeLuca in black lacy lingerie, those luscious tits barely contained by thin satin...


  “Eyes up here, soldier,” Carla snapped.


  He dragged them back up to her face and saw that her cheeks were a delicious red. He felt his own face heat to be caught staring at her rack. World class or not, Sam had come to pride himself on his professionalism no matter the circumstances. “Sorry, I uh―”


  “If we're going to work together, you can't look at me like that.” Carla said tightly.


  Sam nodded, but didn't bother making any promises he couldn't keep.


  She gave him a curt nod back and pushed away from the desk. “I'll go to my office and pull together all the information to get you up to speed,” she said, already headed for her office, “and after lunch I'll give you a full tour of―”


  “Wait a second,” he said, reaching out to catch her. Jesus, he'd forgotten how smooth her skin was. Just wrapping his fingers around her upper arm was enough to send an electric shock straight through to his cock.


  “What?” she said, forcefully jerking her arm from his grip. Like she couldn't stand to be touched by him.


  But he knew different, could see the way her cheeks flushed and the way those world class tits rose and fell a little bit faster. God, he wished he could make her forget the past. He wanted to pull her into her office, spread her across the desk and shove that filmy skirt up her thighs.


  Peel down her panties and bury his face between her legs to see if her pussy tasted as good as he remembered. In that moment, he realized why he'd jumped so quickly on Chris's offer. And it wasn't because of any good intentions or any ideas of doing right by Carla to make up for what he'd done.


  He was here because deep down, he'd never gotten over her. Never stopped wanting to reclaim everything he'd thrown away.


  Impossible, he knew, and a hell of a lot more than he deserved after the way he'd treated her. “Before we get down to business, I just want you to know how sorry I am.”


  She flashed him a smile that didn't reach her eyes. “Don't be. It's not your fault that the board of directors thinks I'm borderline incompetent, and it's not your fault Chris decided to help me”―she held her hands up crooked her fingers in air quotes―“by hiring you behind my back.”


  “That's not what I'm talking about and you know it,” he said, stepping closer, close enough to catch the scent of her, soft, floral, and all woman. “I owe you an apology for how I ended things between us. I said things to you that were unforgivable, things I didn't mean―”


  “Don't.” She spat the word out in a harsh whisper. Her face had gone cold and pale as marble, her full lips thinned to a tight line. “I don't want your apologies, or any other reminders of my own stupidity. If this is going to work at all, you're going to do exactly what I did and forget anything ever happened.”


  “Carla―“


  “Oh come on,” she said with a laugh, having recovered some of her bravado. “Sure your sudden appearance caught me off guard, and I'd prefer not to be stuck working less than fifteen feet away from you. But do you really think I'm still hung up on a stupid summer fling we had when I was eighteen? It was nothing. I was over it by the time you left the lake.”


  If that was true―and he seriously doubted it―then she'd been in a hell of a lot better shape than he'd been in. “It wasn't nothing,” he protested.


  “It was less than nothing,” she said. She put her palms on her desk and leaned forward, her dark eyes narrowed in a fierce glare. “As you were so careful to point out, we were just hooking up. How significant could it be?”


  


  


  Chapter Three 


  


  Carla snuggled further under the blanket as the cool night breeze ruffled through her hair. The lights of the Las Vegas strip glimmered in the distance, but here, in the middle of the Nevada desert with an ocean of stars shining brightly above them, it felt like she and Sam were a world away from their lives in the suburbs surrounding the hustle and bustle of the strip.


  “I've never seen so many stars,” she whispered, in awe of the lightshow sparkling above them. “At home there's too much ambient light from the strip to see them clearly, but out here you can see everything.”


  “Mm hmm.” She felt a tickling sensation low in her belly as Sam slid a leanly muscled arm around her waist and pulled her closer. She shivered as he brushed her hair over her shoulder and nuzzled his mouth into her neck, kissing and sucking in a way that made her go hot and shaky all over,


  “I can see Scorpio,” she said, trying to pretend she wasn't going crazy inside. “And Cassiopeia.” Her breath caught and her eyes fluttered closed as Sam's teeth closed over her earlobe followed by a soft flick of his tongue against the tender skin.


  Before Sam, she'd never known it could feel so good to have her neck and ears kissed. She sighed and arched her neck back to give him better access.


  “I know where you can find the Big Dipper,” he murmured and pulled her hand down to the front of his jeans.


  “Stop it,” she said in an embarrassed whisper and snatched her hand away. Still, the feel of him, the hot, hard thickness of him felt seared into her palm.


  Sam let out a low chuckle and pushed her down into the blanket. He kneed her legs apart and settled in between, fitting him to her so she could feel him there, hot and hard. He rocked his hips, making her gasp at the friction.


  His mouth covered hers, his tongue thrust between her lips to slide against hers. Carla threaded her fingers through his thick, dark hair and drank him in. There was nothing she didn't love about kissing Sam.


  Unlike the other boys she'd fooled around with before, Sam knew exactly what he was doing with his lips and tongue. Maybe it was because he was three years older.


  Or maybe it was all the experience he'd had up until now...


  She sucked his tongue into her mouth and shoved the thought from her mind. Sam was with her now, as he had been from the second night the summer employees had shown up for work at the Lake Mead Resort and Marina.


  Carla had seen the way all the other girls had looked at him. She knew he could have taken his pick. But from the moment she'd arrived he'd set his sights on her. Carla had known him both by reputation and through his friendship with her cousin Chris, but until this summer Sam O'Connell had barely given her the time of day.


  But now...


  A little sound of pleasure escaped her throat as she felt Sam rub right up against her most sensitive spot. She widened her knees and rocked back, feeling a thrill shoot through her at his answering groan.


  “One of these nights,” Sam said between soft, sucking kisses, “you're going to let me do this with your clothes off.”


  A wave of heat rushed through her at the thought of them naked, skin to skin. The tense knot of need between her legs pulled even tighter. God, it was so tempting. “Don't hold your breath,” she whispered.


  Sam let out a tortured sound that was half groan, half laugh. “A guy can dream, right?”


  It turned her on even more to know that Sam was dreaming about having sex with her. But as much as her body craved it, Carla knew she wasn't ready for it. Especially with a guy like Sam. She knew his reputation and didn't want to be just another in the long line of girls he'd nailed and forgotten.


  Though part of her was dying to give him everything he wanted, some small core of common sense cautioned her to keep this one part of herself guarded.


  But that didn't mean she couldn't have a damn good time as Sam showed her a thing or two he'd learned over the years.


  She slid her hands up the back of his t-shirt, moaning into his mouth as her fingers encountered hot, smooth skin shifting over hard muscle. She loved the feel of him under her hands, so huge―topping her measly five foot two by at least a foot. And every inch packed with lean muscles that bulged and shifted as he rocked himself against her.


  He groaned back and reached back one hand to tug his shirt over his head. He slid his hand up her stomach, catching the hem of her own shirt to tug it up her chest. She was glad the darkness hid her blush as she lay there in just her bra and her shorts. She wasn't completely inexperienced, but there was something in the way Sam looked down at her, like he could see every secret coiled in her heart.


  He settled back down over her, and she gave a little gasp at the feel of his skin against hers. He was so hot, chasing away the cold of the desert night. She could feel his heart beating against her chest, feel the dusting of hair on his chest rasp against her stomach as he kissed his way down her chest and between her breasts.


  His hand covered her breast, his thumb circling the hard peak through her bra, making her squirm and rock her hips against his. She felt the tightness between her legs, the urgency zipping through every nerve, her skin stretched too tight over her body.


  He peeled back one cup and she bit her lip. She should stop him before this went too far, but it felt so good, the way his callused thumb rasped against her bare, tight nipple. And oh, God, his hot tongue circling as the cool night breeze made her skin prickle with goosebumps.


  “Sam, I don't―” her words stuck in her throat as he sucked her into his mouth. She'd never let a boy do this before and knew she should stop him, but the firm pulls of his lips, his circling tongue, the way he closed his teeth over the peak...


  She tangled her hand in his hair with the thought of pulling his head away, but instead found herself pulling him closer, luxuriating in the silky waves. She dug her shoulders into the ground, so mindless with pleasure she didn't feel the hard ground or the rocks digging into her shoulders as she arched her back, urging him to suck her deeper, harder.


  She felt his hand slide down her stomach, down the front of her shorts to cup her between her legs. He circled the heel of his palm against her through the stiff cotton fabric. She rocked herself against him, trying to get closer contact but it wasn't enough.


  Then his hand was gone and she gave a frustrated moan, only to freeze when she felt his fingers tugging at the button at her waistband. She caught his wrist. “Sam, I don't want to.. I'm not ready to...” she hoped he wouldn't get mad, call her a prude and storm off like Nick Greene who'd taken her to prom.


  Sam kept his hand where it was. He leaned up and kissed her, deep, drugging kisses that made her blood run like thick, sweet honey in her veins. “I know, you don't have to worry. We won't do it until you're ready. But tonight I'd really love to make you come.”


  Carla felt like her whole body was blushing at his frank words. Her pulse pounded between her thighs with renewed urgency. She shifted her knees wider and gave him a little nod.


  He flicked open the button of her shorts and the buzz of her zipper lowering seemed to echo in the quiet stillness. Her heart pounded against her ribs and her breath came in nervous pants as he slid his hand down the front of her panties.


  His fingers stroked through her curls and slid down farther, parted her. Another wave of self-consciousness at the sound her own wetness made against his probing fingers. She was drenched down there, her panties drenched, her flesh slick and slippery against Sam's long, strong fingers.


  Did other girls get so wet? Obviously that was what was supposed to happen, but was she maybe a little excessive? Was he disgusted?


  All of her fears dissolved as Sam groaned, “You feel so good. You're so fucking hot,” against her neck as his fingers parted her. She let out a surprised cry as his fingers stroked and circled the tight knot of her clit. He slid his hand down farther, and she let out a gasp as he slid a finger inside her.


  At first the invasion felt strange, almost uncomfortable, but as he moved his finger in and out in slow, slick thrusts she could feel her body tighten around him. He slipped in a second finger to join the first, and she could feel her body stretch to fit him.


  This would be what it would be like to have sex with him, she thought. Then all thought became impossible as his thumb burrowed into her slick folds to circle her clit in a firm rhythm as his fingers continued their slick thrusts.


  Tension pulled her body tight and she could feel her orgasm building, beyond anything she'd ever felt on her own. He held her there, stroking, thrusting, swallowing her whimpers of pleasure into his mouth as she teetered on the edge of pleasure like nothing she'd ever known.


  And then she broke, falling into the abyss, her body clenching around his fingers as her heartbeat pulsed through her entire body.


  Carla jerked awake, her body covered in sweat as the last tremor of the orgasm shook through her. She was breathing hard. Her nipples were pulled tight, chafing against the fabric of her tank top. Between her legs she could feel her tender, swollen flesh, pulsing as the last vestiges of the dream faded away.


  She stared sightlessly into the dark as the reality of what had just happened sank in.


  She'd had the female equivalent of a wet dream.


  About the first time Sam made her come.


  What was it she'd said to him earlier? You're going to do exactly what I did and forget anything ever happened.


  Right. Too bad her subconscious and her traitorous body hadn't received the memo.


  Her heart pounded in the aftermath of her dream, her skin hot and tingly despite her release. Between her legs, she felt achy and damp.


  She threw back the covers and went out the French doors that opened up onto the veranda overlooking the bay. It was early―just after 5 a.m. she saw when she looked at her watch, and pink was just tingeing the sky and giving the water on the horizon a spectacular orange glow.


  One of the perks of the GM job―even on a provisional basis―was that when Chris moved over to Coral Cay, Carla got to move into his pad, which was pretty sweet if she did say so herself. This deck, with its amazing view of the turquoise blue sea and the islands dotting the horizon never failed to bring her a sense of calm after even the most hectic days.


  But not now. Now the cool breeze was like a rasp against her too sensitive skin. The whisper of the palm trees rippling in the wind like buzzsaws in ears suddenly as keen as a German shepherd's. She found herself, not looking out at the water, but scanning the other buildings of the resort, her stare locking on the whitewashed building that included apartments for the staff who lived on site.


  Sam was in there. Just down the hall from her old place. In keeping with his senior management position, his apartment was one of the larger ones, a full one bedroom as opposed to a studio unit, and also had a small deck off the main room.


  It came fully furnished with padded teak furniture in the main room and a king size bed in the bedroom.


  She closed her eyes, imagining him there, white sheets tangled around him, contrasting with his richly bronzed skin. His bare, muscled chest rising and falling in sleep. Then another, stomach curdling thought intruded.


  What if he wasn't alone?


  Knowing Sam, he'd already caught the eye of one of the cute young cocktail waitresses, or even one of the guests. There were at least half a dozen young – and not so young – single women here this week. All wealthy and on the prowl, and Carla hadn't missed the way every female eye had tracked Sam's progress as she gave him a full tour of the resort earlier this afternoon.


  It had been like that even when Sam was a teenager, and by the time he'd hit his early twenties it was radiating full force. And in the years Carla had known him, from what she'd heard from Chris and the whispers in the hallways of Spring Valley High School, Sam hadn't hesitated in using it to his advantage.


  Carla had already known Sam for five years when she found out they would be working together at a resort on the shores of Lake Mead, outside of Las Vegas. Though she knew him only casually, she knew well enough to give him a wide berth.


  Not that she thought she'd have to worry. Carla was a straight A student, and any time she didn't spend studying was spent working to make up the difference in tuition and living expenses that the scholarship the University of Arizona had offered her wouldn't cover. She wasn't a partier and went out only occasionally, and even then it was because Chris showed up and dragged her out of the house.


  He'd been a senior to her freshman, and usually the other kids at the party had looked at her, then at Chris, as if to ask why he'd brought this alien from planet geek in to contaminate their party? When Chris had graduated and gone off to UC Berkeley, he'd still made a point of pulling her away from the books a couple times a year or so, when he came back over school breaks.


  On those infrequent occasions, she always saw Sam. It was impossible not to notice him. He was tall, broad-shouldered, larger than life. With his thick dark hair and striking blue eyes glittering with humor and a little something extra as he held court, surrounded by the crowd of popular kids, the guys all laughing at his jokes and the girls practically panting at his feet, each one hoping she would be the one offered a ride home only to have him take a long detour on the way.


  Each time, she'd felt that nervous tightening in her lower belly the second she laid eyes on him. He'd never spared her more than a grin and a nod over the heads of his adoring throngs, and Carla wasn't convinced he knew her as anyone other than Chris's cousin.


  So when she'd seen him that first day at new employee orientation―Carla had been hired as a waitress in the main dining room while Sam worked at the resort's marina―even though she'd felt that same tight flutter in her core, she knew that with all of the leggy blonds and brunettes with the bright smiles and easy going attitudes would capture his attention far before she did.


  Why go for dark, dumpy, and studious when you could have cocktail waitress Barbie over here?


  Besides, Carla had told herself sternly at the time, on the snowball's chance in hell that Sam did give her a second look, with what she knew about Sam and the way he operated, there was no way she'd ever fall for his charm.


  She'd never be stupid enough to go for a player like him.


  God had she been wrong. He'd singled her out the night after their first shift. Even though all of the seasonal employees―especially those under twenty-one like her―were supposed to be in their respective same sex rooms, doors locked with absolutely no intermingling of the sexes later than eleven, no one really followed the rules.


  Carla had tried. Afraid of getting caught and fired when she really needed the tips from this job to cover her first semester expenses, she'd told her roommate she was going to turn in early. Her roommate, a leggy blonde who was going into her sophomore year at ASU had shrugged and rolled her eyes as she left, giggling with another girl from down the hall.


  Not ten minutes had passed and there was a knock on her door. She opened the door, startled when she saw Sam O'Connell on the other side.


  Leaning against the door jamb, he towered a good foot over her. His tanned, muscled arms were exposed by a t-shirt grown soft from too many washings. His blue eyes glittered against his tan skin and his teeth flashed white as his full lips pulled into a grin. “Aren't you coming out to play?”


  Even now Carla's face got hot with embarrassment at the way she'd stammered something incomprehensible, unable to articulate a single thought under the force of that blue-eyed gaze.


  With a knowing smile he pushed past her, grabbed her room key off the table and the sweater she'd tossed on the foot of the bed. “Grab your shoes.”


  It was like an alien force had taken over her body and she had no choice but to obey. She'd shoved her feet into flip flops, unable to focus on anything but the heat and feel of his hand that had grabbed hers. Big, so big it swallowed hers up, with long, thick fingers whose calluses rasped against her skin and started up a tight, tickling sensation low in her belly.


  As they darted down the stairs that led to the lake shore Carla could see the glow of a small bonfire and hear a group of people a few hundred yards down the shore. Carla started toward them but Sam tugged her hand in the opposite direction.


  “Aren't we going to the party?” Carla said, breathless both from trying to keep up and from the feel of his firm grip and the scent of him carried to her on the cool night air. It was indescribable, the scent of soap on leather, a warm, masculine smell that made her want to bury her face in the place where his neck met his shoulder and take a deep inhale.


  “I want to show you something,” Sam said, tugging her further up the rocky bluff.


  Carla scrambled to keep her feet on the loose gravel that covered the rocks as they climbed. Finally, Sam stopped on a plateau that sat above the resort and in the daytime would offer a gorgeous view of the lake. There was an outcropping of boulders in the center and Sam tugged her around to the far side, away from the lake.


  He let go of her hand and slipped his arm around her waist. “Check it out.”


  Carla let out an involuntary gasp. At the gorgeous view of the night dark sky, glittering with stars and so clear she could easily make out the Milky Way, extending out into the distance until it met the glittering neon lights of the strip.


  At the feel of Sam's fingers, curling around the curve of her hip, his thumb finding the bare strip of flesh between her shorts and tank top and brushing back and forth, back and forth, making her mouth go dry and her nipples tighten almost painfully against the cups of her bra.


  One handed, he flicked the blanket out and pulled her down to it. He tucked her against his side as though it was the most natural thing in the world, his arm around her back, his hand now resting on the bare skin of her thigh below her shorts. A cool breeze drifted over her skin, but Carla didn't feel the cold. Not with Sam so solid against her, his body throwing of waves of heat so fierce she half expected her skin to start sizzling where he touched her.


  In the distance she could hear the muffled conversation and laughs from the others. She wondered if he could feel the way her heart was beating so fast she could feel it in the tips of her fingers, in her stomach.


  Between her legs.


  She struggled to control her breath, embarrassed that she was panting like a dog when he'd done nothing more than touch her leg.


  “I love how you can see all the stars up here,” he said in a low voice. “I bet if you knew what to look for, you could find every constellation in the sky.”


  Carla slanted him a look. She could make out his profile, shadowed in the moonlight. It was impossible to read his expression, but there was no way he’d brought her up here just to look at the stars.


  When was he going to kiss her? There was a nervous twist in her stomach. Carla tried to cover it up with a snappy retort. “Right, and I bet you're going to try to show me the Big Dipper.”


  A laugh exploded from his chest. “Not unless you want me to.”


  “It's right up there,” Carla said, pointing at the constellation, so distinct in the clear night sky.


  “Where... oh, wait, I can see it. Cool.”


  “If you follow the handle, that points you to the North Star.” She felt him shift next to her, pressing even closer to her side. She hoped he didn't notice her finger shaking as she pointed to another group of stars. “And there's the Little Dipper―”


  “I wouldn't know anything about that,” Sam interrupted.


  Carla felt her face heat, glad he couldn't see her blush in the dark. “And there,” she continued, trailing her finger across the sky, “If you connect that star with those two, that's Ursa Major, the big bear, and Ursa Minor, the little bear.”


  She turned and saw that he was staring not at the sky but at her. Oh, great, there she went, spouting off like a know it all, reminding him of what a nerd she was, totally not worth his time.


  As though he read her mind he said, “It's cool how smart you are. I wish I was smart like that.”


  Carla was taken aback. She couldn't imagine a guy like Sam, who skated through life and averted punishment on the strength of his charm, ever wanting to be anything like her. Besides, she had a strong suspicion that his performance in school―or lack thereof―was due more to disinterest than lack of intelligence. She told him so.


  She felt him stiffen against her. “Nah. Like my dad says, it's lucky I'm good with my hands since I've pretty much got shit for brains.” The sheer cruelty of the remark, coupled with the unmistakable bitterness in his voice told Carla she'd inadvertently uncovered a wound.


  “That's a crappy thing for a parent to say about his kid,” Carla said.


  “Yeah, my dad's a real charmer.” His fingers tightened against her leg, then relaxed. “I don't want to talk about him though. Tell me more about the stars.”


  Carla searched the sky, but it was hard to remember the names when he started running his palm up and down the outside of her thigh, from the hem of her shorts to the top of her knee. And then when he moved his hand so his fingers just brushed the inside of her thigh in gentle hypnotic rhythm that had her so entranced she didn't even think to protest as he slowly guided her to her back to lie on the blanket.


  He propped himself on his elbow next to her, his dark head blocking out the view of the stars. Her heart beat so fast she thought it was going to break through her chest and her breath shuddered in her lungs as he bent close enough for her to feel his warm breath against her cheek.


  And then he kissed her.


  


  Chapter Four


  


  Even now, years later, the memory sent a shock of heat blazing through her. Carla closed her eyes, remembering every sensation with such clarity it was almost as though it was happening right here, right now.


  She remembered his lips, so full and firm, surprisingly gentle against hers. The way he licked at the seam of her lips, his tongue hot and slick. She parted her lips and braced herself for the onslaught of wet thrusting that had been the hallmark of her limited experience.


  Carla had only hooked up with a handful of guys in her eighteen years, and while most of the make out and heavy petting sessions had started out pleasantly enough, most teenage boys seemed to think girls wanted a tongue thrusting down their throats, clumsy hands squeezing at anything round, and fingers sneaking into panties at the first opportunity.


  But Sam... Carla gave a shaky sigh as Sam's kiss sent a jolt of heat through her. Sam might have only been a few years older, but he kissed like a man. A man who knew exactly what he was doing.


  And why wouldn't he, given all the experience he had. You heard all the whispers of the girls saying how amazing he was. Looks like they weren't lying.


  The thought jolted her a bit, reminding her that she needed to be cautious with Sam. If she didn't want to be used up and cast aside like all the others she was going to have to be careful.


  It was almost impossible to keep that in mind though as Sam sucked her tongue into his mouth, slid it against his, then gave her bottom lip a little nip. She threaded her fingers through his thick, dark hair, reveling in the groan he gave at her touch. She might be inexperienced, she thought, but at least she could make him feel good.


  She kissed him back with everything she had, making up with enthusiasm what she lacked in skill. Soon they were both panting, and a throbbing ache had started between her legs. Sam's hand slid from her waist and covered her breast with his big, long fingered hand.


  Instead of groping and squeezing like every other guy who'd had a personal encounter with her D cups, Sam found her nipple, straining against the fabric of her tank top. He circled it with his thumb, back and forth in a gentle rhythm that had her making little sounds of pleasure in her throat as she squirmed to get closer.


  He let out a groan against the skin of her throat. “Do you have any idea how long I've wanted to do this?”


  Even though she knew it was probably just a line, Sam's words sent a shudder of delight through every nerve. Sam settled more of his weight against her and slid his knee between hers. As he pressed against her she could feel him, hard and hot against her hip.


  She gasped, and a snippet of gossip she'd heard from another girl popped into her head. Oh, my God, the girl had said, Sam O'Connell and I did it last weekend and I swear to God, his dick is so big I didn't even think it would fit.


  At the time, Carla didn't think that sounded so great, but the other girls had seemed to think it was pretty awesome. Now, the feel of his long, thick, erection against her hip sent a rush of moisture between her legs, soaking her panties as she wondered what it would be like to strip Sam naked and see for herself what the girls were talking about.


  Not going to happen, her common sense made one last gasp. You are not getting naked, you are not having sex, and you need to let him know right now what not to expect so there is no misunderstanding.


  Carla had always been up front with the guys she fooled around with that she wasn't going to have sex. She didn't care if it made her uptight, or it meant people call her a prude. And it wasn't like she was committed to virginity until marriage either. She just wanted it to mean something, to be with someone she cared deeply for and who cared deeply for her.


  So far, she hadn't been with anyone who was worth putting herself through what, as far as she could tell, would be a somewhat painful and not so pleasant―for her at least―experience.


  Sam pinched her nipple and took her mouth in another one of those delicious kisses. Oh God, she could give it up to him so easily, and she knew instinctively that there wouldn't be anything unpleasant about it.


  But it wouldn't mean anything. Not to him anyway.


  Carla realized if she didn't act soon Sam and his magic mouth and hands were going to blow all of her rules to hell.


  “I'm not having sex with you,” she blurted out shakily.


  Sam's hand froze on her breast. “Uh, okay.”


  Carla scooted up on her elbows. “I mean, I just don't want there to be any misunderstandings or disappointment on your part. I know you fool around with girls all the time, and you're used to getting...” She trailed off, embarrassment flooding through her as she realized how stupid she sounded.


  Sam rolled away, sat up, and raked a hand through his hair. “Right. I'm a total man slut.”


  If the shoe fits... “That's not what I meant,” Carla snapped, her body feeling the chill of the night air more acutely without the heat of Sam's skin keeping her warm. “I thought you should know that's not in the cards for us.”


  “You're a virgin, aren't you?” he said in the same tone as someone who's encountered a particularly rare and reclusive species.


  Carla felt her face heat as tears of humiliation stung her eyes. “Yeah, I am.” She stood on shaky legs and started across the plateau. “So now you know and you can go find someone else to give you what you want and stop wasting your time with me.”


  Sam caught her before she'd taken three steps and pulled her back against him. When she wouldn't look at him he caught her chin in his fingers and tipped it up. Without saying a word he kissed her again, his hand sliding from her chin to cradle the back of her head.


  “I'm not wasting my time Carla. I don't want sex with some other girl. I want to be with you.”


  Even knowing his reputation, knowing what a player Sam was, any question Carla might have formed melted away at his words.


  That night they'd stayed on that blanket under the stars well into the night, but Sam, shockingly respectful of her wishes, didn't push Carla to go farther than drugging and kisses and touches that left them both aching and unsatisfied. She'd snuck back into her dorm room flushed and vibrating with energy, every nerve pulled so tight with frustrated desire she could barely sleep that night.


  Still, Carla had always been a smart girl and pragmatic too. Sam might have been willing to put up with her prudishness for a night but he would no doubt move on to better, or at least more satisfying prospects. She'd felt a pinch in her chest at the thought but had shoved it away. She knew better than to get all moony and hopeful over someone like Sam.


  Now, as Carla stood looking sightlessly over the balcony at the Caribbean shimmering darkly in the moonlight, she wished, not for the first time, that she had kept that in mind as the next six weeks unfolded.


  To her shock and no small measure of delight, the morning after their night under the stars, Sam found her after her breakfast shift, snuck a kiss, gave her a smoldering look, and said, “See you later,” in a way that left no room for argument. That night, and every night after they snuck off to their special spot under the stars. Soon, kisses and above the waist touches weren't enough.


  Sam, though, was still okay with Carla's decision not to have sex.


  Well, not intercourse anyway. In the weeks that followed he taught her that there were a lot of ways for them to make each other come without actually inserting tab A into slot B.


  Heat shimmered through her at the memory of his skillful hands and mouth, sucking, kissing his way down her body to bury his head between her legs. His fingers sliding into her as his tongue licked and stroking her clit until she didn't care that they were out in the open where anyone could find them if they just walked up the hill. Until all she cared about was Sam and the way he was making her feel.


  It wasn't all one sided – Carla wasn't cruel. She was an eager student as Sam coached her on how to stroke, lick, and suck him to satisfaction.


  At least, she thought with a stab of hurt that was still razor sharp even so many years after, she thought she had satisfied him.


  But it hadn't been all about the sex, for Carla at least. A lot of those nights, they did a lot of talking along with fooling around. She'd gotten to know Sam beyond the bad boy he showed the world and discovered someone who was surprisingly thoughtful and as she'd suspected, wickedly smart despite his lack of academic prowess.


  In those whispered conversations under the star-soaked sky, they shared their plans and dreams for the future. She told Sam about her scholarship to University of Arizona and her dream of running her own resort one day, somewhere quiet and serene, the polar opposite of the flash and noise of Vegas where they grew up.


  She opened up about her mother and how after her father had left them, her mother had fallen into a deep depression, leaving Carla to fend for herself and her younger brother. How, after years of therapy and medication, her mother had finally pulled herself back together to the point where Carla could feel comfortable spending the summer away without worrying that everything was going to fall to shit without her there. “At least my dad sends child support every month,” Carla had told him, “or else we would have been totally screwed.”


  Sam had grunted and said, “At least your dad has money to spend. Mine hasn't held down a job for more than a month since my mom died.”


  Carla had heard from Chris that Sam's mom had died when he was just thirteen, but she'd never heard anything about his dad. Though Sam didn't elaborate, now their run down house in the worst neighborhood in their school district made sense. “He sounds like my mom. She pretty much collapsed when my dad took off. Your dad is probably depressed too―”


  “He's a worthless asshole,” Sam had snapped, every muscle tensing against her. “And he's not worth talking about.” With that he'd pressed her back against the blanket, covered her mouth with his, and slid his hand up the front of her tank top. Carla had laid back and eagerly wrapped her arms around him, letting any questions about his father or anything else drift away on the night breeze.


  Sam told her other things though. Like how his struggles in school started after his mom died. “I didn't really care, and there was no one around to tell me why I should care.”


  Carla understood how that could happen. Though there were definitely smart kids in her high school - her cousin Chris had been at the top of his class when he'd graduated with Sam three years before Carla―the public schools in their neighborhood were among the worst in the state. Schools were crowded, the teachers overworked and unmotivated to chase down a kid who wasn't interested, regardless of the cause.


  Instead they focused on kids like Chris, whose wealthy father wasn't about to let him fail, and Carla. Smart and self motivated, she was a rundown high school teacher's dream student. Academic achievement wasn't her only goal. Unlike Chris's dad, her father was not a multimillionaire who would be able to send Carla wherever she wanted to go to college. She knew the only way she was going anywhere in life was on the power of her own intelligence and hard work.


  She could see how Sam, without anyone to push him would fall through the cracks and learn to rely on his looks and charm to get by. But that summer it seemed he realized he needed to buckle down and get to work if he wanted any real future. “I don't want to end up some forty-year-old loser, drifting around, trying to pick up women half my age like….” He trailed off, but Carla knew he was talking about his dad. “That's why after this summer, I'm enlisting in the army.”


  The decision had shocked Carla. “Really? The army?” she asked, the disbelief evident in her voice.


  She felt the muscles of his chest tense against the hand she rested on him. “What? You don't think I can do it?”


  “It's just,” she'd started, her hand making small, soothing circles on his chest as she tried to form a tactful way to make her point, “isn't the army all about rules? You're not exactly the most by the book guy I know.”


  He let out a soft chuckle and she felt him relax. “I can't really argue with that.”


  “Especially not after they found it was you who took Mr. Ramsey's car joyriding and stuffed it full of packing peanuts.”


  Sam let out another soft laugh and ran his hand up and down Carla's spine as she snuggled even closer. “That wasn't even the half of it. And the only reason I got caught was because Natalie Cushman ratted me out after I told her I wasn't going to take her to prom.”


  At the time, Carla had felt a little pinch in her chest as she remembered the details of that story. Even as a freshman and a nerdy one at that, Carla would have had to be dead not to hear about what went down between those two. Natalie Cushman, who had been hooking up with Sam on and off all spring, had been so heartbroken when Sam had declared, in front of all five hundred students who had first period lunch, that he wasn't her boyfriend and he didn't do “stupid ass shit” like prom, that she'd immediately gone to Mr. Ramsey, the shop teacher, and told him that Sam was the one who had stolen his car back in February.


  The reason she knew? Natalie had been with him.


  “I always thought it was unfair that Natalie got off free and clear and you got suspended and had to do four weeks of summer school.”


  Sam's strong pecs rippled against her cheek as he shrugged. “I was the one who did it. She was just along for the ride. Besides, I was such a dick to her about the prom I feel like I deserved it.”


  He was silent for a few seconds. “Want to know something? I kind of wanted to go to prom. But I didn't have the fifty bucks to buy one ticket, much less a couple hundred for the limo, the dinner, and all that other bullshit.”


  The admission had made Carla's chest tight and brought the sting of tears to her eyes. It was one thing to realize someone was poor, but it was another to realize how that translated into normal everyday things like prom.


  “I didn't go to prom either,” she whispered. “No one asked me.”


  Sam rolled her to her back and propped himself up with his elbows on either side of her head. “I can't believe what a bunch of dumbasses the guys in your class are, not seeing how hot and smart you are.”


  Carla smiled into the darkness and pulled him down to her, her heart exploding in her chest at his words. Sure, he'd left a string of broken hearts including Natalie Cushman's in his wake, but Carla was different. She had to be. There was no way Sam had said things to them like he'd said to her. No way he had shared his secrets and his hopes for the future. And there was Chris, one of Sam's best friends. No way would he screw over his best friend's cousin.


  And, she was convinced, no one had really loved Sam. Not like she did.


  She cringed now, her fingers tightening around the cold wrought iron of her balcony railing, remembering just how stupid and naïve she'd been. How convinced she'd been that she and Sam were destined to be together, especially after Sam's father had shown up unexpectedly the first week in August, drunk and demanding to see his son.


  Carla and Sam had been on their lunch break and were flirting over burgers and fries when Frank O'Connell had burst into the employee dining room. His eyes had locked first on Sam, then Carla. The grin he gave them both was a little blurry around the edges, but it couldn't hide the light of pure nastiness in a pair of blue eyes that were a bloodshot, watery version of his son's intense gaze.


  Conversation stopped as everyone turned to watch the commotion.


  Sam had frozen, his face a grim mask.


  “Come on kid, I haven't seen you in weeks. Aren't you happy to see me?”


  Only Carla knew Sam well enough to see the flush of embarrassment creeping across his tanned cheeks. She stood up and offered her hand. “Hi, Mr. O'Connell, I'm Carla DeLuca, a friend of Sam's.”


  Frank had focused his gaze on her and Carla fought the urge to squirm as he eyed her up and down, his dark brow cocked and his mouth quirked in a creepier version of his son's cocky grin. “Well, Sam, I can see with this little thing to occupy you, you wouldn't be missing me too much.” He'd continued to hold her hand as his gaze narrowed on her face. “Why do I know you? Wait a minute, you were in the paper. Valedictorian of your class this year?”


  Carla had nodded, surprised Sam's dad read the paper, much less retained any of the information in a brain that was obviously pickled. “That's me,” she said, snatching her hand away and surreptitiously wiping it on her uniform skirt.


  Frank's smile had taken on a cruel cast. “I'd think a smart girl like you would know better than to mix it up with a loser like Sam here.” He chuckled and turned his attention back to Sam. “I guess it just proves, you show a girl a good enough time in the sack and even the smartest ones will be panting after you like a bitch―”


  Sam had exploded from the table, grabbed his father by the wrist, and twisted his arm up his back. He started pushing his father, who was struggling and shouting obscenities, toward the door. “Stay out of this, Carla,” Sam had shouted when she would have followed.


  More than the words, it was the look on his face that froze her where she stood. His mouth pulled into a snarl, his eyes bright with fury like she'd never seen. She watched, helplessly, as Sam dragged his father outside.


  Later, when Carla tried to bring up the incident, Sam snapped at her to forget it. “He hit me up for cash. He does it all the time.” He'd shaken his head and stared off into the distance, a look of sadness in his eyes so profound that, even now, remembering how he'd treated her, Carla still felt a pinch in her chest.


  That was the moment she'd fallen completely, utterly under Sam's spell. When she came up with her plan.


  Eleven years later, the memory of how stupidly eager she'd been, the way she'd thrown herself at his feet, made her cringe.


  It was mid August, a week before Sam was set to head off to Fort Jackson in South Carolina for basic training. Three days after that, Carla was heading to the University of Arizona. Though they spent nearly every free minute together, they hadn't had a single discussion about what would happen after they left the resort. Whether they'd stay together, seeing each other as much as they could. Whether they'd stay in touch at all.


  As the day of his departure loomed closer, Carla became more convinced that she and Sam were meant to be, that there was no way she could stand to be halfway across the country from him.


  So she came up with a plan. Unfortunately Sam's response hadn't been what she'd been hoping for.


  They were up on their usual spot on the mesa, lying on their backs, staring at the stars. Carla still had her clothes on, though Sam had edged his fingers up under the front of her shirt to draw lazy circles on her stomach. Slowly, gently, in a mesmerizing pattern he worked his way up, until soon his fingers brushed the undersides of her breasts. She knew she only had a short window before hormones took over and she'd be too distracted to think, forget talking.


  “I need to tell you something,” she said, catching his hand before it could reach up to cover her breast.


  “What?” he murmured, his voice muffled as he kissed the spot on her neck guaranteed to make her shiver.


  “The University of South Carolina offers almost exactly the same program as U of A. I talked to the Dean and if I wait until winter quarter to enroll I can probably get a scholarship to cover tuition.”


  His mouth froze on her neck. “So?” The wary tone in his voice should have tipped her off, but miss know it all Carla who saw the solution before everyone else was like a horse with a bit in her teeth, barreling to the finish line.


  “So,” she'd laughed, “that means instead of going to Arizona, I can be close to you while you finish basic.”


  Sam sat up so quickly Carla's head, which had been resting on his arm, thumped against the hard- packed earth under their blanket. “Basic only lasts nine weeks. Then what will you do?”


  Carla's stomach had sunk to her feet at his response. “I― I don't know.” She hadn't thought that far ahead. “I suppose I could transfer to be closer to you―”


  “What, you'll be like my stalker, following me all over the place?”


  Carla remembered how the cold had overtaken her at the cruel tone in his voice. In the moonlight, she could see the change come over his face, his mouth pulling into a sneer, a look of pure meanness on his face that she'd never seen on him before. Still, like a moron, she couldn't stop pushing forward. “Not your stalker,” she said with a nervous laugh. “Your girlfriend.”


  “Who ever said you were my girlfriend?”


  Any response she might have made stuck in her throat as his words hit her like a punch to the chest. She couldn't move. She couldn't breathe. She could only sit there mutely as he went in for the kill.


  “I don't know what you think we've got going here, Carla, but I'm just hooking up.”


  She wanted to point out all the time they'd spent talking, the way they spent every free moment together even if they weren't fooling around, but she couldn't make her mouth form the words.


  “Don't get me wrong, it's been fun. You're hot, and you have a killer rack, but I'm only twenty-one. No way am I going to tie myself down to one girl now.” He made a scoffing sound that made her stomach clench so hard she thought she was going to throw up. “Especially not an uptight virgin who gives a lousy blowjob.”


  She remembered going cold and hot, the roaring in her ears so loud it was like a freight train going through her head. To this day she didn't remember getting up, scrambling down the hill, and sprinting back to her room. At some point she must have fallen, because when she became aware of herself and her surroundings both knees were bloody and her palms were scraped.


  She'd spent that night, curled up on her bed, too stunned to even cry, trying to tell herself that this was all a horrible nightmare. That she was going to wake up, and Sam would be there, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners, his teeth showing white against his tan skin as he smiled down at her in a way that made her feel beautiful, special, like there was no one else in the world for him and never would be.


  But the next morning she'd woken up in her bed, her hands and knees stinging as she pulled on her uniform and went to serve the breakfast shift. On her way to the dining room she'd seen him on his way down to the marina. The smile that automatically pulled at her lips got stuck as he looked past her as though she didn't exist.


  She'd died a thousand deaths in the next three days before he left. It was torture, watching him go on like nothing had happened. To see him smile and flirt with the leggy blond from ASU. She'd walked around feeling like an anvil was crushing her chest, and even though it felt like he'd torn out her heart and crushed it under his heel, she knew if he gave her one smile, one word of apology, she'd fall right back into his arms.


  The day he left, she'd climbed up onto the butte where they'd laid out their blanket so many nights. From there she watched his car pull away from the resort and disappear into the desert. She'd sobbed for hours, and when she finally stopped she vowed to herself that was the last time she'd cry over Sam O'Connell.


  As much as she'd hated Sam for what he did, she'd hated herself more. She'd known who Sam was and what he was like well before he kissed her that first time. She was supposed to be so smart, the top of her class, but like Frank O'Connell said, even the smartest women could be made into fools when it came to the wrong man.


  Eleven years later, Carla felt the pain of her broken heart, the sting of humiliation, as keenly as she'd felt it then. It chased away the lingering arousal from her dream, reminding her that even if her body remembered the pleasure of his touch, she'd never be stupid enough to give in to temptation again.


  


  Chapter Five


  


  In case Carla was at all inclined to ignore all the reasons why she shouldn't take a walk down memory lane with Sam, she was presented with an object lesson less than three hours into Sam's first day on the job.


  “Where is Sam?” she snapped impatiently at Bryce, her second in command who managed sales, catering, and events. Looking at her watch, she saw Sam was almost ten minutes late for their meeting to discuss the security strategy for an upcoming wedding. The bride, a daughter of a former president, employed her own security detachment, and they were eager to be briefed on how Sam planned to address the need for heightened security during the event.


  “I ran into him at the gym early this morning,” Bryce said, “but not since. Did you know,” he said, a dreamy look on his face, “that he can do twenty-five pull ups in a row?”


  Carla rolled her eyes and paged Sam on the walkie talkie all staff members carried. The sound of static muffling a feminine giggle made a pit form in her stomach.


  Frowning, she pushed her chair back from her desk. “Focus please. Right now we need to worry about whether or not Sam can do what we need, not how many pull ups he can crank out.”


  As Bryce followed her out of the office and down the hall, she heard him murmur something like, “No doubt he could give me what I need.”


  She could hardly blame Bryce for indulging in his fantasy. Right now her own brain was flooded with images of Sam, his skin glimmering with sweat, the muscles of his massive arms and shoulders standing out in stark relief, as he pushed his body to the brink. Carla felt a spurt of warmth, low in her belly, and quickly shoved the images away.


  She went through the main building and through the restaurant. Still no sign of Sam.


  As they stepped out onto the pool deck, Carla heard peals of all too familiar laughter and felt her lips involuntarily curl into a sneer.


  “The mating call of the useless and famous,” Carla muttered so only Bryce could hear.


  “Looks like they've caught one,” Bryce said.


  The Waters Twins were the latest entrants on L.A.'s celebutante scene. Twenty-two-yearold Kayla and Karena were the daughters of a big time movie producer and an Academy Award-winning actress. They'd parlayed their position as Hollywood royalty into an incredibly successful reality television franchise. What had started with a camera crew following them and their silly, vapid antics through their silly, vapid lives had spawned a slew of spinoffs featuring everyone from their hairdressers to their dog groomers.


  When their rep had made the reservation at Holley Cay on their behalf, claiming that they wanted to visit the resort specifically because they wanted to have a break from the constant scrutiny of the paparazzi, Carla had inwardly cringed. She'd caught an episode of their show once and had turned it off, disgusted, after five minutes.


  Still, a high profile client was a high profile client, and for the next fifteen minutes at least there were few people more visible than the Waters twins. “Besides,” Bryce, who was practically trembling like a Chihuahua at the thought of meeting the twins, had assured her, “you know how a lot of these people are totally different once they're away from the cameras. Watch, they're probably totally sweet and down to earth and just playing up the dippy spoiled girl thing for the show.”


  To Carla's dismay and Bryce's disappointment, what you saw on TV was very much what they got. In fact, it didn't take long for Carla to decide that the show's editors must have had their hands full editing the shows so that the girls didn't come off as completely hateful. In this case, their beauty really was only skin deep.


  Just one day into their stay Carla declared them by far the most difficult guests in Holley Cay's history. And having survived the wedding of an actress Carla would forever refer to as “hurricane Jane,” that was saying something.


  “Looks like the call worked on someone,” Bryce said.


  Carla's skin crawled as she saw them, stretched out on padded teak lounge chairs next to the pool, dressed in bikinis that covered less surface area than the sunglasses perched on their noses. But their virtual lack of clothing wasn't what made the little hairs on the back of her neck stiffen and her teeth grind in her mouth.


  It was the man who was smiling affably at them as they giggled and flipped their hair and arched their backs just in case he didn't notice that four breasts were about to break free of their moorings.


  Sam.


  She could see his teeth flashing in the sun, hear his deep, rumbling chuckle all the way across the pool as he laughed at something one of the twins said.


  Her feet were moving before she even realized it, her heels a sharp staccato on the concrete slabs lining the pool deck.


  The roar in her head was so loud she barely heard Bryce say as he hurried behind her, “Remember, 'Impeccable service to all guests.'” The reminder of item number four on Holley Cay's list of core values brought her back from the edge―barely.


  But it was enough to slow her gait from a stomp to a saunter. As she got closer, she could see one of the twins―Kayla, Carla recognized, because she'd cut her straight blond hair into a pixie cut―had hijacked Sam's walkie talkie. That explained the giggle and lack of response.


  “Ladies, I really need that back,” Sam said, reaching for the walkie talkie. As he did so, Kayla pulled it to her chest so it nestled between her breasts.


  “Come and get it,” she said with a flirty smile that made Carla's jaw clench so hard she was afraid her molars would snap.


  Sam returned Kayla’s smile with the same teasing smile that had haunted Carla’s dreams last night. “Honey, if you're angling for me to feel you up, we're going to have to do that when I'm off the clock.”


  “When will that be?” Karena purred as she ran her fingers down Sam's muscled forearm. “You have a key right? You can just come to our villa―”


  “You should surprise us,” the other twin, the one with the walkie talkie squealed. “You could pretend to break in―”


  As she closed in, it was all Carla could do not to smack both girls across the mouth as they wove their elaborate burglar/kidnapper fantasy for a grinning Sam. Instead she took it out on Sam, digging her nails into his arm as she grabbed it to get his attention.


  Her calm tone as she said, “I'm sorry to interrupt ladies, but Sam is late for a very important meeting,” was a miracle given the anger that was roaring through her in that moment.


  Sam hid his wince. “Gotta do what the boss says,” he said with an affable smile and a shrug.


  “And he'll need that back,” Carla said, holding out her hand to Kayla, hoping her smile didn't look as much like a snarl as it felt like.


  The girl made a miffed huffing sound and slapped the handset into Carla's waiting hand.


  “Funsucker,” she heard one of them mutter as she pulled Sam away.


  “I hope he still comes over,” the other one tittered excitedly.


  Carla released Sam's arm and marched back to her office. “Bryce, would you excuse us?” she said to her assistant as he started to follow them in. “Sam and I have some things we need to discuss. It should only take a few minutes.”


  She slammed the door shut behind her and whirled on Sam. “I don't know what Chris told you about what it was like here before he got together with Julie, but don't you even think about taking those girls up on their offer.”


  “Are you kidding me?” Sam said, the insulted look on his face quite convincing, she had to admit. “Thank God you showed up when you did. They called me over to ask me a question and the next think I know it was a like a double-headed octopus had a hold of me.”


  “Right, you really looked like you were trying to escape.”


  Sam threw his hands up in the air. “You spent two hours yesterday drilling into my head that a large part of my job is about kissing ass and making sure no one feels insulted. I was trying to be nice.”


  Carla let out a mirthless laugh. “Yeah, I know how 'nice' you can be. And I don't care how much they invite your attention―this time it's two single girls, but how long before you do someone who's married. I can't risk you pissing off guests with your indiscriminate sleeping around.”


  ###


  Sam's anger boiled so hot he was pretty sure steam was coming out of his ears. “I would never risk my job or yours because I can't control my dick.”


  Carla's eyes narrowed. “You forget how well I know you, Sam.”


  He took a step closer, his fists clenched at his sides. “You haven't known me for a long time, Carla.”


  “I know you well enough to know you don't care about who you hurt, as long as you get what you want.”


  Her words hit him like a knife in the chest, the knowledge that no matter how hard he'd worked to pull himself out of the pit, to make something of himself, to pull his shit together and act like a man, she would always see him as a selfish, irresponsible boy. One who had ripped her heart out and ground it into dust rather than face down his own demons.


  For a split second, he saw the pain reflected in her eyes before she shuttered it. But it was enough to trigger an apology more than ten years in the making.


  “There isn't a day that goes by that I don't regret the way I ended it with you.”


  “I don't want to talk about this,” Carla said, heading for the door.


  Sam grabbed her and pushed her back into her chair, standing over her so she couldn't escape. “No. You cut me off before, but I need to say this.”


  She sat, stiffly, as Sam knelt in front of her, his hands on the arms of her chair effectively blocking her in. Her face was as pale and stiff as marble, her gaze locked on a point past his shoulder as she refused to meet his gaze.


  Sam powered through, unable to stop the words from bursting to the surface. “Even thinking about it makes me sick to my stomach. But you have to know, I did it because I didn't want you to throw your life away over a loser like me. I didn't want to see your disappointment when you realized what a massive mistake you'd made.”


  He paused, waiting for her response.


  “Are you finished?” she asked in a voice chilly enough to form ice crystals on her lips.


  Sam pushed to his feet, a lead weight forming in his stomach as he realized how completely she had closed him out. “I just need you to know the truth. I really cared for you, Carla. You were and are beautiful, kind, and smart, and way better than I deserved.”


  She straightened in her chair, shifting in her seat as though shaking off a layer of dust. “Well, there's something we can agree on at least,” she said in a falsely bright tone. “And while I'm happy you got that off your chest, an apology really wasn't necessary. Like I said before, I'd all but forgotten about what happened between us.”


  It was on the tip of his tongue to argue that she wouldn't have accused him of scheming to bang every guest in sight if it was so far back in her memory banks. but before he could say a word, she was up out of her chair and calling Bryce back into the office to start their meeting as though Sam hadn't just spilled his guts all over the place.


  A week later, there wasn't so much as a crack in Carla's cool facade.


  While he, Sam thought as he pounded out a mile on the treadmill in the resort's gym, had come to the conclusion that working with Carla was torture. Absolute, fucking torture. And damned if he could find a way out.


  When they interacted, Carla was all cool politeness and courtesy, treating Sam like he was nothing more than some distant acquaintance, someone she wouldn't have even remembered had he not reappeared in her life.


  While Sam was resorting to this, he thought as he started another punishing circuit of the resort's state of the art gym: a six minute mile on the treadmill, followed by fifty each pull ups, sit ups, pushups, and squat thrusts. Over and over every single morning because this was the only way he could deal with the simmering ache of frustrated desire that dogged him every second of every day he spent with Carla. So close, so unreachable.


  Every time he sat across her desk from her as they discussed particular strategies for their high profile guests, he had to fight not to reach out and grab her, lay her across the wide wooden surface. Make her remember everything they were to each other and all the ways he knew how to make her scream with pleasure.


  Every time he watched a male guest run his eyes appreciatively over Carla's toned, curvy body, Sam had to fight not to put the guy in a headlock. It was getting so bad, Sam actually considered doing it just so she'd have a legitimate excuse to fire him.


  While she was apparently able to dismiss what had happened between them like it had never occurred, Sam was going batshit crazy, living in an agony of frustrated desire. He'd always thought people who claimed you never got over your first love were crazy. But now...


  Whoa. Let's not get ahead of ourselves. Just because you're still dying to fuck Carla DeLuca at age thirty-two doesn't mean you feel the same way you did when you were twenty-one. As if you could really call that love anyway...


  Not that Sam knew much about it either way, and now he shied away at the thought that what he'd felt for Carla back then was far and away more than he'd felt for any other woman before her or since.


  He shook off the thought. He cared for her, true. And he wanted her. So much he was afraid he would spontaneously combust if he didn't get relief from something other than his right hand in the very near future.


  Which was why he was here, at the resort's state of the art workout facility at the ungodly hour of six a.m., as he'd been every morning for the past five, pushing himself to the brink of exhaustion to take the slightest edge off the grinding need coursing through his body every second of every goddamn day.


  At this early hour it was deserted, as even the most fitness conscious guests wouldn't start wandering in for yoga or Pilates until after nine when regular classes began. Good thing, because the way he'd been grunting and sweating his way through his workouts this week any observer would be likely to think he was about to have a coronary.


  He pushed himself through his fifth set of sit ups and stayed seated on the mat, picked up his bottle and squirted water into his mouth. His breath came so fast and loud he didn't hear the door to the fitness center open.


  “Oh, you're here.”


  He didn't even need to turn and look to see who it was. The charge of electricity that traveled down his spine to zap him in the balls was enough. Still, Sam pushed himself to his feet and turned to greet her.


  Carla hesitated in the doorway as he drank in the sight of her. Her face was scrubbed clean of makeup, her hair pulled into a tight pony tail. Knee length black pants stretched tight over her tight, toned thighs and mouthwateringly firm ass, and a bright orange lycra tank top clung to the lush curves of her breasts and the flat plane of her stomach, leaving her tanned, well defined arms bare.


  She glanced at the watch strapped to her slim wrist. “You're usually gone by now.”


  So, she was keeping tabs on his gym time. To make sure she didn't run into him? Interesting.


  Sam grabbed a towel from the stack near the cardio equipment and used it to wipe his face and neck. “I usually am, but I felt like going a little longer this morning.”


  Needed to, was more like it, especially after the dream he'd had in the small hours of the morning, a variation on the same one he'd had every night since he'd arrived. Him and Carla naked, skin to skin, kissing, touching, his fingers sliding between her legs to find her pussy soaked with a need that matched his. Him sliding his cock against the smooth skin of her inner thighs as she spread them, the pink folds of her pussy parted and wet, waiting for him to come inside.


  He always woke up at that point, his dick in is own hand as he writhed in an agony of lust and the need to get inside of her, to know once and for all what it would feel like to have Carla's tight, wet pussy take him all the way inside.


  He felt the familiar stirrings at the memory and dropped the hand holding the towel in front of his crotch before he sprung a full tent pole in his shorts. He found her watching him, color high on her cheeks, her plump bottom lip caught between her teeth as her eyes tracked him from the top of his sweat damp head, down the front of his sleeveless work out shirt, now drenched from exertion.


  Lingering on the towel draped oh so casually in front of the raging hard on he'd sprung the second she walked in the room.


  Her dark eyes went hot, just for a second, but it was just enough to let him know that maybe she wasn't as indifferent as she wanted him to think.


  “I―I don't want to disturb you,” she said, her voice a little breathless like it used to get when she was about to come.


  Sam smiled and walked to the water cooler, in the opposite direction of her and the door. “The place is a thousand square feet,” he said. “I can't imagine how you'll disturb me.”


  Still, she hesitated, and though she tried there was no hiding her discomfort. He walked over to a leg extension machine and started a set, surreptitiously watching as she seemed to draw herself up. Flashing him a tight smile, she stalked over to the line of elliptical machines that overlooked the clear blue waters of the sea. She propped what looked like an e-reader on the front, put her ear buds in and fiddled with her iPod. Within seconds, her legs and arms were pumping in a steady rhythm.


  Sam's arms and legs were already twitching with exertion, but he finished his leg lifts and did three more full treadmill-pull up-push up-sit up circuits. He watched as the wispy hairs on the back of her neck curled up as the skin there got damp with sweat. He could see droplets of sweat beading on her upper back, above the scoop of her tank top and on her shoulders. He wanted to pin her to the mat and chase every single one with his tongue.


  She did a good job of pretending to tune him out, but Sam could feel the heat of her gaze on him as he worked through his routine. Finally she got off the elliptical and went over to the racks of hand weights lined up against the wall.


  Carla was as no nonsense about her workout as she was about everything else in her life, Sam noted as he watched her work her way through a series of exercises that targeted her arms, shoulders, and back. She treated her workout with a quiet intensity, and the sleek muscles undulating under smooth skin were evidence of her dedication.


  Sam wandered over in her direction, his reflection visible in the mirrors lining the walls. Carla stared straight ahead, seemingly focused on her own form as she lunged to the side and rested her elbow on her knee for a set of bicep curls.


  Sam had left his towel draped over the railing of the treadmill and he tugged the hem of his shirt up to wipe his face.


  He knew Carla was watching when she let out an audible gasp. He lowered his shirt and met her shocked gaze in the mirror. She straightened up, the dumbbell momentarily forgotten in her right hand. “Oh my God, is that from a bullet?”


  He knew she was referring to the thick, puckered scar that stood out white against the otherwise tanned flesh of his chest.


  “Yep. Took a hit when I was on a job in Colombia.”


  Carla turned to face him and took a step toward him. The blank expression of the past week was gone as her dark brows drew together in a look of deep concern.


  The same look she'd worn, he remembered, the day his father had shown up, insulted Carla, and then demanded money from Sam. Back then, it had made him feel sick to his stomach, convinced as he was that she was pitying him.


  Now, it brought a rush of warmth and a pinch of regret to see the sincere concern in her eyes. For all her ball busting and type A focus on moving ahead, Carla had the same big heart and generous spirit as her cousin Chris. She'd cared about him once, and now he wanted to go back in time and kick his own ass for being too stupid to deal with the intensity of what was happening between them.


  “Was that when you were in the army?” she asked softly, her gaze lingering on the spot on his chest, though it was now covered by his shirt.


  He gave a quick shake of his head. “No, it was a couple years after I started up with Argus. I was part of a team hired to protect the president of one of the oil companies and his family. There was an assassination attempt.”


  “And you jumped in front of the bullet?” Her voice was barely above a whisper, her eyes wide with a combination what looked like horror and admiration.


  Sam felt his face heat and was glad he had the excuse of the tough workout to hide his flush. “It was part of the job,” he said uncomfortably. “One I was very well paid to do.”


  Her eyes flickered to his face. “I guess I can see why you needed a break. Holley Cay has its challenges, but so far no assassination attempts.”


  He his mouth pulled into a grin. “The surroundings are a little mellower, but I'd say this position has turned out to be intense in its own way.” He'd been in some of the worst hell holes on earth, but nothing had ever thrown him farther out of whack than having to control himself around Carla every single day.


  As though they had a will of their own, his eyes traveled from Carla's face, down the tan column of her throat where he could see the flutter of her pulse beating under her skin.


  Down the smooth expanse of skin exposed by her tank top, to where just a hint of deep cleavage peaked over the scoop neck. As his gaze traveled lower he saw her nipples stood in hard points against the slick fabric. Carla gave a little shiver, though the gym was anything but cold..


  Sam took a step closer, slow and easy like she was a wild animal that would vanish into the forest if he moved too fast. She was smart to see him as predator, he thought bitterly, given the way he'd taken her down before.


  “Is that the only time you were wounded?” she asked.


  He shook his head and moved closer, close enough to smell the floral scent of her shampoo which made his pulse beat in his cock. He turned so his back was to her and tugged one leg of his gym shorts up his thigh to show her the webbing of scars that criss-crossed the skin that stretched over the back of his right hamstring.


  “That was from a IED that hit our convoy in Iraq. It was so hot the skin of my thigh melted into the seat.”


  He looked over his shoulder to gage her reaction and saw that she had one hand covering her mouth as her eyes stared at the ropy flesh. “And right up here,” he said as he tugged his shirt up his back and pointed to his left shoulder blade. “See that?”


  “You mean that thing that looks like a dent?” She stepped closer, apparently too mesmerized to worry about keeping her distance.


  “That's from when a Taliban soldier took a chunk out of me with a knife.”


  “Oh, my God,” she whispered and reached to brush her fingers over the divot carved out of his skin.


  He barely repressed a groan at the soft brush of her fingers. “Trust me,” he said, tugging his shirt back down before he completely lost it, “he got the worse end of the deal.”


  He turned and found Carla staring at him like she didn't quite know who he was.


  “What?” he asked.


  She shook her head, her eyes roaming over his face and body like she was trying to absorb every new detail. “It's just so hard for me to imagine, what it must have been like, what you went through. Those burns, the scars, it must have been so painful―”


  “I got off easy,” he cut her off. “By the time I ripped my leg off the seat and pulled my buddy from the humvee, he had third degree burns over ninety percent of his body. The driver's leg was blown off and he bled out on the ground. A little pain and a couple of scars are pretty puny in comparison.”


  She cocked her head to one side, her full lips quirked in a thoughtful half smile. “This from the guy who used to try to get out of the afternoon shift at the marina every chance he got.”


  He felt the little kick of shame at the reminder, part of him wondering how she'd ever fallen for him in the first place, given what a little asshole he'd been. “People change, grow up. It took me a while but I realized I couldn't go through life acting like an immature little fuck, charming my way through life, too scared to let anyone get close.”


  He saw her throat bob as she swallowed hard. “Do you expect me to believe you've changed so completely?”


  “I've just grown up enough to man up and take responsibility for my life and my mistakes, and not to be afraid to go after what I want.” He closed the distance between them, until his shirt front brushed hers. She had to tip her head back to keep eye contact. Her eyes were dark and liquid, her lips softly parted. He lifted his hand and cupped her neck, brushed his thumb along the delicate line of her jaw. “And a lot of what I want,” he whispered as he bent his head to hers, “hasn't changed a whole lot in the past eleven years.”


  Her dark lashes fluttered closed and he heard her sharp inhale as he bent his lips to hers. Shockwaves sizzled through him at the first brush.


  “Carla, are you in here?”


  She jumped about three feet at the sound of Bryce's voice echoing through the gym. Sam stifled a groan and fought not to grab her by her ponytail and drag her back to his apartment to finish this.


  


  


  Chapter Six


  


  “I'm over here, by the weights,” Carla called out as she turned and practically ran in the direction of Bryce's voice. The fitness center was laid out in an L design with the free weights section in the back corner between the walls shared by the yoga and pilates studios, and thank the universe it wasn't visible from the main entry.


  That's all she needed, was for Bryce, who had already been giving her a hard time about what he saw as the undeniable chemistry between her and Sam, to see her in a liplock with the man she'd sworn up and down she had absolutely no lingering feelings for despite what she had described as a brief and meaningless teenage fling.


  Not to mention, Sam was her employee. Even if they hadn't shared a tumultuous past, there was no way in hell she'd make the mistake of getting involved with a co-worker at Holley Cay. She still bore the scars from the last time around.


  By the time she got to Bryce she was only slightly out of breath her heart still pounding and radiating heat.


  “Thank God you're here,” Bryce said. His frosted hair was spiked and today he accessorized his Holley Cay Polo with a teal blue ascot.


  His gaze flicked past her shoulder. Carla heard Sam's heavy footsteps behind her, but she didn't dare turn to look. Every nerve ending was tingling, and the heavy pulse between her thighs made it difficult to think. “What's so important you couldn't wait for me to get to the office?”


  Instead of answering, Bryce gave her an assessing look. “You're all flushed.”


  Carla felt her already hot face get hotter. “I've been working out.”


  Bryce's gaze flicked from her, to Sam, and back, his eyes narrowing in a way that said he didn't believe her for a second. “Have you looked at the weather reports this morning?”


  Carla shook her head. She'd had a cup of coffee to jolt her awake and come straight here, only taking the time to check the clock to make sure she didn't intersect with Sam, who usually finished up by six fifteen or so.


  But not this morning, she thought as another wave of heat coursed through her.


  “Why? What's going on?” Sam's voice was so close behind her she could feel the heat radiating off his skin. It should have turned her off. Instead it made her want to throw him down to the floor and crawl all over him, see how sweaty they could get before they hit the shower and helped each other get squeaky clean.


  Bryce wasn't immune to Sam's masculine beauty under the best of circumstances, and his eyes got a glazed look as he took in Sam's sweat slick form as he moved beside Carla.


  “Bryce, focus,” Carla snapped.


  Bryce's frosted head jerked and he refocused on her with an expression so grave and unlike him Carla felt the bottom drop out of her stomach.


  “You know tropical storm Edina? The one that's been brewing off the coast of Venezuela?”


  The knot in Carla's stomach pulled tighter. This being September and the height of hurricane season, they'd been monitoring several storms over the last few weeks. In the entire time she'd worked at Holley Cay they'd only been hit with a severe storm once, four years ago.


  Since then, they'd been lucky enough to avoid the worst hurricane seasons in decades.


  “They've upgraded it to a hurricane, at least category four. And unless there's a sudden change in direction, it's headed right for us.”


  Their luck was about to run out.


  ###


  Carla's blood turned to ice as she looked at the satellite pictures of the storm, moving in an ominous mass across the blue expanse of the Caribbean. Against the expanse of the storm, Holley Cay looked like a pin dot on the map.


  The storm was indeed headed right for them, and she was picking up speed.


  “We have to evacuate, and fast,” Chris said over the speaker phone. Carla nodded absently then remembered he couldn't see her. “They think the storm is going to hit by this afternoon.”


  “I know,” she said, the knowledge filling her with dread. Even though it was the low season, the resort only half full and a reduced staff, it meant organizing over fifty people―of whom at least thirty were the very definition of high maintenance―to evacuate the island in a safe and orderly fashion before they were overcome with what were predicted to be one hundred mile per hour winds and swells that could very well crest the breakwater and flood the villas closest to the beach on the windward side of the island. “We have the plan in place―”


  “I have a couple of changes I'd like to suggest before we move forward.”Carla looked up to see Sam in the doorway. Unlike Carla, who had come straight to the office from the gym, Sam had taken a quick shower and changed. His hair was still damp, curling a little at the ends, and he was dressed in a clean white polo with the resort logo and a pair of khaki's.


  The smell of soap and clean male skin flooded her nostrils, making her acutely aware of her own disheveled state, her ponytail a rats nest of curls, the salt of dried sweat coating her skin and making her itch. God only knew what she smelled like.


  She shook her head snapped herself back to attention. What the hell was wrong with her, worrying about what Sam might think about what she looked or smelled like when they were about to have a head on collision with the worst storm to hit Holley Cay in the resort's history? “Sam, we have this covered. We really don't have the time to discuss this, so if you could just leave and wait for instructions―”


  “If I'm not mistaken emergency planning is a significant part of my job here. I had extensive experience in the military planning for and dealing with natural disasters. I know you'd like for me to keep my distance but I think in this case you need to put whatever personal issues you have aside and let me contribute.”


  Carla felt her face flame red. How dare he accuse her of being unprofessional? So what if she was still reeling from what had happened in the gym? She'd never let that get in the way of doing what was best for the guests and the resort. And Sam was right. Emergency and evacuation planning fell under his umbrella and he no doubt had more hands-on experience than Carla by far. Still, it almost choked her to admit, “You're right. Tell us your suggestions.”


  In a sick way, Carla was almost grateful for the storm barreling their way, as it provided a much-needed distraction as she and Sam worked side by side to get the resort buttoned up and the guests and staff down to the dock to be taken to St. Thomas by ferry.


  It saved her from having to summon up every last shred of control to pretend she was indifferent to him, that she didn't obsess over Sam's very revealing apology every waking hour of her day. With the clock ticking and only a few hours to get everyone off Holley Cay before the storm hit, for the first time in a week she didn't have time to argue with herself about whether or not she should put any stock in what Sam had said.


  About how sorry he was, how much he'd cared about her. How he hadn't meant what he'd said, that he'd only lashed out in a fit of insecurity.


  Under the best of circumstances, she didn't have time wrestle with herself, trying to convince the stupid, naïve girl inside of her, the one who still had a soft spot for her first love, that nothing he said mattered. She'd spent all week repeating to herself that it was all over and done and he could be as sorry as he wanted but it didn't mean she'd be dumb enough to open herself up to Sam, or any other man for that matter.


  Now, she barely had time to think as they put the evacuation plan into action. Carla took a few minutes to shower and change. Forgoing her usual wardrobe for obvious reasons, she pulled on a pair of Bermuda shorts with her Holley Cay polo shirt and slipped on a pair of running shoes that would protect her feet if any debris started flying.


  She met Sam in the lobby, where he was doing an admirable job of keeping the guests' anxiety under control.


  “Are you sure it's safe for us to take the ferry?” fretted a rail thin blond with a strong New York accent. Her husband, a senior partner in a major investment firm, looked equally concerned.


  “The ride to St. Thomas is only about forty-five minutes,” Sam said, his deep, measured voice betraying none of the stress he was feeling. “As long as the ferries leave the dock in the next hour there should be no problem avoiding the first wave of the storm.”


  Despite his reassurances, there was an anxious murmur among the guests as they milled around, clutching purses and carryons, taking turns looking wide-eyed out the windows over a sea that had grown choppier in the last several minutes.


  Carla couldn't blame them for their fear. Though the storm was still a hundred miles away from Holley Cay, it had already passed Puerto Rico and inflicted major damage to the strip of hotels along the island's south west tip.


  She could only pray that the storm would lose some of its force by the time it reached Holley Cay.


  In the next several minutes, she helped Sam and the rest of the staff get guests loaded onto the resort's fleet of golf carts to be shuttled down to the dock. Despite the stress working with Sam had put on her in the past week, now she was grateful for his presence.


  Not only did he remain unruffled even as Carla struggled to keep her cool in front of the guests, his aura of leadership, combined with his height and muscle mass were more than a match for the massive egos of several of the resorts' guests.


  Anyone who questioned the methods of evacuation or the order in which guests were being transported was politely but firmly put in their place as the rapidly dwindling crowd was taken to the docks.


  Soon the lobby was empty, but as Carla did a quick tally in her head she realized the occupants of one villa were unaccounted for.


  “Where are the Waters twins?” Sam echoed her thoughts.


  Carla didn't bother hiding her frustrated groan. “Probably still sleeping off whatever they did last night.”


  “I'll go drag them out of bed,” Sam said, his voice grim.


  “No way. I know you were special forces and all, but I wouldn't put it past them to tie you up and hold you as their sex slave, never mind the storm coming in.”


  Sam actually blanched at the thought. Carla suppressed a grin, wondering if he knew how many points he scored with his visible revulsion to the idea. “You go help Rodney make sure everything is locked down, and I'll meet you at the dock.”


  She grabbed a golf cart and sped off to the twins' villa on the windward side of the island. As Carla parked the cart the wind picked up, whipping her ponytail against her cheek. Though the air was warm and moist, goosebumps prickled on Carla's skin.


  The reality of the storm looming closer lent an urgency to her knocks as she went to round up the twins.


  A muffled, “go away” was barely audible over the gust of wind whipping over the island.


  Carla knocked harder. “Kayla, Karena, you need to come with me to the dock right now.”


  When the door remained firmly shut, Carla took out her own key and unlocked the front door. Fortunately, the twins hadn't thrown the deadbolt. The door swung open to reveal the girls lounging on the couch in the main room. Two pairs of identical green eyes glared up at her.


  “Like, what the hell do you think you're doing?” Kayla said.


  “Yeah,” Karena chimed in. “We're like, paying guests. You can't just barge into our room.”


  Carla bit back a snotty retort, reminding herself that these evil little snots were her guests and had to be treated as such. “Ladies, I'm so sorry to intrude, but there's a major storm headed our way and we have to evacuate the island.”


  Karena blinked sleepily. “Like, leave?”


  “Yes, like, leave.”


  Neither made any move to get off the couch. “Look, I'm kinda hungover,” Kayla said, gesturing to the array of half empty liquor bottles scattered across the low table in front of the couch, “and I don't really feel like going anywhere. So I think we're cool just, like, waiting it out.”


  Carla took a deep, calming breath and pasted what she hoped looked like a sympathetic smile on her face. “Wow, I know, hangovers are a total drag, and I can see why you might want to take it easy today, but the evacuation is not optional. It's not safe for you to stay here.”


  Karena settled deeper into the cushions and cocked an eyebrow. “Isn't it like, our choice if we don't mind risking it?” She and her sister exchanged another look. “I've never been in a real hurricane before,” she said, a little thrill in her voice. “Sounds exciting.”


  Carla felt her patience spread a little thinner. “You can watch the excitement from your hotel in St. Thomas, but right now, you have to get down to the dock. All the other guests are waiting.”


  Kayla sighed heavily, unfolded her mile long legs and got off the couch. Karena followed. Moving at roughly the speed of a banana slug, they wandered upstairs to the bedrooms. Carla followed. “For now all you'll need is your passport and enough clothing for a few days.”


  Ignoring her, Karena stopped at the upstairs storage closet and yanked out a full size steamer trunk stamped with a well known designer logo. She dragged it, grunting, into the first bedroom and started emptying the contents of the dresser into it.


  Carla held up her hands. “Karena, we don't have time for you to pack everything. Once the storm passes we'll either get you back here or make sure everything is returned safely at no cost-”


  “Yeah, right,” Kayla said as she marched in with an armload of shoes. “Like you people aren't going to be going through and looting everyone's stuff as soon as we leave?”


  Carla curled her fingers into a fist as she resisted the urge to slap her. “We're all evacuating the island so no one will be here to loot. Even so, no one on my staff would dare steal from a guest.”


  Karena let out a snort. “Right. Tell that to my friend who had her panties up on eBay.”


  Carla's jaw clenched and she realized short of hogtying the girls and loading them onto the golf cart, she wasn't getting out of here until the girls were ready. She dove into the fray, gathering up armloads of clothes, shoes, and lingerie and cramming it into the trunk and two suitcases the girls had brought.


  The walkie talkie on her hip beeped. Carla paused in her packing to answer. “Carla, where are you?” Bryce's voice was slightly frantic as it crackled over the receiver.


  “Just helping the Waters get packed up and ready to go.”


  “Well you need to get down to the dock, now. Everyone's loaded up and we just got notice that the storm is moving faster than we initially thought.”


  Carla clipped the receiver back on her hip and grabbed a suitcase, ignoring Kayla's squawk of protest. “You heard him girls. Edina's going to hit soon, and if we don't get you off the island, all your precious Louboutins and Louis Vuitton luggage will get carried off by the storm.”


  Should have used that as my opener, Carla thought, because suddenly the girls sprang into action, packing up the last of their belongings at warp speed. Carla huffed as she lugged the first suitcase out to the cart. Rain had started to fall, and she felt the fat drops pelt the top of her head. She went back up stairs for the other suitcase and found the girls struggling to lift the trunk.


  “You take the suitcase,” Carla said to Karena, “I'll help with the trunk.” Even with her regular workouts, Carla struggled to lift her end off the floor. “Jesus Christ, is this thing lined with lead?”


  Kayla ignored her, grunting as she managed to lift the trunk about two inches off the floor.


  Heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs. “Carla, what the hell are you still doing here?”


  Carla turned to see Sam in the doorway. His dark hair was wet and rumpled, rain dripped down a face tight with anger, and his wet shirt clung to every swell and dip of his muscled torso.


  “Ooh, did you come to rescue us?” Kayla cooed. She dropped her end of the trunk, sending Carla lurching forward as it threatened to jerk her arms out of the sockets.


  “Just helping the twins pack up a few things.”


  Sam's eyes narrowed at the huge trunk. “We can't take―”


  “They won't leave without it,” Carla said through clenched teeth. “Just help me get it out to the cart so we can get out of here.”


  Sam reached for the trunk and hefted it onto his shoulder like it was nothing. God you're strong, Carla thought as she watched the muscles in his arm and shoulder ripple under the weight of the trunk.


  “I know,” Kayla said, staring at Sam like he was a steak and she was a very hungry lioness. Carla felt her cheeks heat as she realized she'd said the words out loud. “Imagine those big strong hands, running all over―”


  “Okay, let's go,” Sam said, and Carla could see the hint of a flush under his tan. “After you,” he said indicating for Carla and Kayla to go first.


  Carla started down the stairs, flushed too, all over, and not just from embarrassment. The skin of her neck tingled from where his thumb had brushed it earlier this morning. Unlike Kayla, she didn't have to imagine how it felt to have Sam's strong, long-fingered hands touching her, running up the bare skin of her back, cupping her breasts, sliding inside the waistband of her panties...


  She stepped outside, jolted back to reality as the rain hit her face. Sam cursed as he struggled to get the trunk loaded onto the golf cart, and they all squeezed under the awning as best they could. Even so, in the five minutes it took to reach the dock all four were drenched.


  Bryce greeted them at the bottom of the ferry's ramp, relief visible in his face. He hurried over to escort the girls up the ramp. He was bone dry under a massive umbrella emblazoned with the Holley Cay logo. “We were this close to leaving without you.” he said to the girls in a scolding tone as they sauntered up the ramp without so much as an apology.


  “I can't believe you wasted half a goddamn hour packing all their shit up,” Sam snarled at her as he handed over the trunk to two of Holley Cay's bellmen. “We'll be lucky to make it in time to miss the storm.”


  Carla's hackles went up immediately. “What the hell was I supposed to do? They wouldn't go without their stuff, and unlike you, I'm not built like the incredible hulk. I can't go walking in all burly man and start throwing people around.”


  “You can't get so caught up in ass kissing a couple of spoiled brats that you put everyone in danger!” he said, pointing an accusing finger at her nose.


  Carla slapped the finger out of the way. “And you have no idea what it takes to do this job. I'm doing the best I can, so get off of my fucking case!”


  “Uh, guys?” Bryce's voice called over the whooshing of the wind. “We really need to get going.”


  Carla shot Sam one last glare and marched up the ramp and felt the metal walkway vibrate as Sam stomped up after her.


  She stepped into the ferry's enclosed cabin, her nose wrinkling at the mingled smells of expensive perfume and nervous sweat. The cabin was crammed full, the resort guests and staff members packed tight as sardines as over fifty people sought refuge on a boat never meant to carry more than twenty-five.


  Sam came in behind her and closed the door, so close she could feel the rise and fall of his chest against her back.


  “I'm sorry,” he breathed into her ear. “I didn't mean to get on your case.”


  “It's fine,” she said, not bothering to keep the snippy tone from her voice.


  “I didn't mean to criticize you, it's just that when you were gone for so long I started to worry about you.”


  She turned to look at him, craning her neck to meet his eyes. “You knew where I was. Why were you so worried?”


  His lips pulled tight in a grimace. “The wind was kicking up, the rain started. I started wondering if maybe a branch had broken off and hit the cart, or maybe you slipped on the stairs to the villa, whacked your head on that concrete―”


  Carla's lips quivered as she tried to hold back her smile. “I never realized you were such a worrywart.”


  “I'm not, usually,” he said tightly. “But when you've been through enough natural and man made disasters it's easy for your brain to go to worst case scenario.”


  His hand came up to cup her cheek, and even that slight contact was enough to raise her core temperature several degrees. “Anyway, I'm glad you're okay. I'll feel even better when you're a safe distance from the storm.”


  Carla tried not to notice the way he said “you're” not “we're,” or even “everyone,” as though he was especially worried about her in particular.


  She couldn't afford to entertain the idea of Sam morphing into a nice guy. If she even entertained the idea that he might approach relationship material, she'd be lost in a heartbeat. Especially when even now, in the middle of a catastrophe, it was almost impossible for her to keep her mind on anything but how good he smelled, how warm his body was pressed up against her. Her nipples tightened into throbbing peaks as every inhale caused her chest to brush his.


  Could he feel it, she wondered, the thought making her cheeks burn hotter.


  She had to get away from him. “I should probably say something to the guests,” she murmured. She stepped back, apologizing profusely to the New York banker whose foot she stepped on. She pushed her way to the front of the cabin, stopping at the door that separated the helm from the main cabin and called for attention. “Everyone, I want to apologize for the inconvenience. I know you were looking forward to another lovely day on the beach, but unfortunately for us, mother nature had other plans.” A titter of nervous laughter rippled over the crowd. “The good news is we've arranged for accommodations for all of you at the Ritz Carlton in St. Thomas, and of course the remainder of your stay at Holley Cay will be comped.”


  “Do you mind? That was my foot!”


  Carla winced at the annoyed voice, once again kicking herself for the decision to send the resort's other ferry to St. Thomas to be serviced. “I know it's crowded in here, but it's only forty-five minutes to St. Thomas so if we can make do until then, we should be just fine.”


  She tried to ignore the annoyed rumblings and after a brief consult with Ron, the ferry captain, who was a dead ringer for Bill Murray, she exited through the helm to the deck to cast off the moorings.


  Squinting against the steadily falling rain, Carla untied the thick ropes from the cleats mounted to the side of the ferry and felt the engines rumble to life.


  “You okay out here?” Sam's voice called over the engine noise.


  “Just cutting us loose,” Carla said as the boat started to pull away from the dock. She followed him to the cabin door, pausing to take a last look at the island, the white buildings and red tile roofs of the resort. Was everything she and her cousin had worked so hard to build about to be swept away in the storm?


  “Everything will be fine,” Sam said as though reading her mind, his hand warm and reassuring on her shoulder. “No matter what happens, you'll get through this.”


  He stepped into the crowded cabin and held the door open for her. Just as Carla was about to step inside, the boat caught a swell and pitched hard to the left. Sam lost his grip on the door handle, and it slammed shut. Carla stumbled a couple steps back before she regained her balance.


  She caught the handle and unlatched the door, but before she could pull it open more than a few inches a violent gust of wind caught the edge and sent the heavy door flying open. The handle slipped from her hand as the heavy metal framed door slammed her hard in the chest.


  Pain exploded through her torso. Disoriented and gasping for breath, Carla staggered back, not realizing how close she was to the edge of the deck until her hip knocked into the railing and she went sailing over the side.


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  Sam watched Carla flip off the back of the boat in slow motion, like one of those horrible dreams where you're trying to run but the ground feels like molasses, you try to scream but nobody can hear.


  The crowd gave a collective gasp as Sam struggled to get to the door, to get to her. He looked out over the railing. The ferry had picked up significant speed once it hit the end of the dock, and in the few seconds since she'd fallen, the boat had already traveled several hundred feet. He could just make out Carla's dark head moving through the water. Sam squinted into the wind, his knees going watery with relief as he watched Carla swim the short distance back to the dock and pull herself onto the wooden platform.


  “Oh my God, we have to go back,” someone called.


  “We can't stop,” someone else said. “The storm's getting worse. If we turn around we risk getting stuck at sea in the middle of a hurricane.”


  As cold as it sounded, he was right, and Sam knew it. Bryce, white-faced, froze with his hand on the door of the wheelhouse. “Tell Ron to keep going. I'll take care of Carla.”


  He kicked off his shoes and dove off the stern, felt the warm waters of the Caribbean close over his head. As his body sliced through the water he could hear the sound of the ferry's engine fading as it continued on its course.


  Within a few minutes he was hauling himself onto the dock next to Carla, who sat huddled against the wind, still looking slightly dazed.


  “You idiot,” she said, with a weak punch to his shoulder as he sat to catch his breath. “You saw me get on the dock. You should have kept going.”


  Sam had always been careful to control his temper. Twenty-one years sharing the same space with an alcoholic on a hair trigger taught Sam countless hard lessons on the kind of damage a man could do if he didn't keep a lid on his rage. But the idea that she thought he was capable of ditching her to wait out the storm by herself, combined with the gut twisting fear he'd experienced when he watched her fly over the side of the boat, tangled together with the unrelenting sexual frustration of the last week had brought fury roaring to the surface.


  He grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her a shake and got his face right up close to hers. “Goddamn it, Carla, I know I was shitty to you, but do you really think I'm such a selfish asshole that I'd leave you alone with a fucking hurricane barreling down on you?”


  “It would have been the smarter thing to do,” she said with a belligerent tilt to her chin, her eyes narrowed in a glare.


  His fingers tightened on her shoulders. “I think we established a long time ago which one of us is the brain trust around here. I don't give a shit about being smart. I care about making sure you stay safe.”


  “In that case,” she said, her jaw softening, “thanks for coming back for me.” Her eyes lost their defiant glimmer and in that instant, her guard disappeared and Sam saw exactly how scared she was under her toug- as-nails I-can-handle-anything-you-throw-my-way-exterior.


  The anger drained out of him and he pulled her to him, resting his forehead against hers. “I think my heart actually stopped when I saw you go over the rail.”


  She let out a muffled chuckle. “I think mine stopped when that door nailed me.”


  “Oh, shit, how bad are you hurt?” Sam asked, feeling like even more of an asshole for manhandling her. He pressed his palm against her sternum, frowning at the way she winced.


  “I got the wind knocked out of me, but I think I'll just have a big bruise.” She looked pointedly at his hand where it rested between her breasts. In spite of everything, he felt the blood surge in his groin at the feel of full curves against his hand.


  The wind kicked up another notch, and the rain started to fall harder. Sam pulled his hand away and helped Carla to her feet. She looked out over the sea, churning with whitecaps. “They're not going to have time to come back for us.”


  Sam put his hand on her shoulder, felt the tension quivering under her skin. “No.”


  They had no choice but to wait out the storm.


  ###


  Carla took Sam's hand and let him lead her up back up to the main building. Soaked, her chest aching where the door had slammed into her, she tried to put her fear aside as they prepared for the coming storm. Panic wouldn't help either of them.


  Instead, she stayed close to Sam, following his lead as he gathered supplies to help them through the storm. If he shared any of her panic, it didn't show as he moved calmly, purposefully through the main lodge, putting together everything they might need.


  It surprised her how calming his presence was. The way he faced the challenge, did what needed to be done with no unnecessary drama or emotion. Carla had never thought of Sam as someone who could make her feel safe, but right now she couldn't think of anyone more capable of helping her see the storm through safely.


  Maybe he really has changed. Maybe he really has become someone you could depend on.


  She shoved the thought aside and went to help Sam gather the last of the supplies. In addition to the already packed emergency kits complete with flashlights, shortwave radios, emergency food, and bottled water, Sam gathered up extra batteries and several more bottles of drinking water.


  “We should go start the generators in case the power goes―”


  Sam cut her off. “We don't have time,” he said as he shoved everything into a duffel bag. “We need to move to the other side of the island where we'll be less exposed.”


  Carla nodded. Though she dreaded going back out into the wind and driving rain, she knew they would be safer on the leeward side of the island when the main thrust of the storm hit.


  Once again, Sam reached for her hand, and she didn't hesitate to thread her fingers through his as they stepped out into the storm.


  Carla ran, clutching Sam's hand like a lifeline as the rain came down in heavy, blinding sheets. The wind blew so fiercely it snatched the air from her lungs, picking up anything and everything that wasn't nailed down. A lounge chair someone forgot to secure went flying by her head as they sprinted around past the pool deck, down to the path that ran along the beach around the island.


  There was a crack of a tree branch falling. Sam grunted as it clipped him on the shoulder, but it didn't slow him a bit, his pace sure and steady, his fingers tightly laced with hers as they hurried down the hill that led to the beachfront villas on the leeward side of the island.


  Though the rain was still pouring down, here, partially sheltered by the hills in the center of the island, the wind wasn't nearly as fierce. Carla followed Sam up the steps to the closest villa. She brushed her hair out of her face and caught her breath as she dug in her pockets for the key card.


  The door swung open and they hurried inside. Sam put their bag of supplies on the table in the villa's front room. After a brief foray outside to make sure all the storm shutters were secured, he came back inside and disappeared down a short hallway. He returned seconds later, an armload of towels and two bathrobes draped over his arms. “We need to get out of this wet stuff,” he said, already pulling his shirt over his head.


  Carla caught the towel he threw at her, momentarily mesmerized by the sight of his bare chest, all tanned skin stretched over thick muscle. Her eyes followed the flex and ripple as he brought a towel up to his head and dried his hair and face. Then down his arms over his torso before he dropped the towel to the floor and brought his hands to his waistband.


  “Carla?”


  His voice snapped her out of her stupor.


  “You really need to go change.” His blue eyes met hers, the heat in them bringing an answering rush to her cheeks.


  “Right,” she mumbled, took the robe he offered in a shaky hand and went to the bedroom to change. She peeled off her sodden shirt and shorts but left her bra and underwear on underneath the thick terrycloth robe.


  As she reached for the doorknob of the bedroom, she noticed her hand was shaking. Scolding herself to pull herself together, she walked down the short hallway from the bedroom to the main room. The villa's teak floors were smooth under her bare feet, the air in the closed up cottage warm and still. Yet as she reached the living room she found herself shuddering with a bone deep cold.


  “You okay?” Sam asked. Like her, he'd wrapped himself in a robe. Because he was so much bigger, his barely reached past his knees and his shoulders strained at the seams.


  Carla opened her mouth to answer, but couldn't speak past the violent chattering of her teeth. She wrapped her arms around herself and tried futilely to stop the shudders rippling through her body.


  Sam hurried to her side and led her over to the plush cream sofa that dominated the villa's living room. “It's okay, you're just crashing after the adrenaline rush,” he explained. He wrapped his arm around her and Carla instinctively burrowed against him as she sought to absorb the warmth radiating from his skin.


  “Wh-why c-can't I s-s-stop shaking?” She stuttered against the bare skin of his chest.


  Sam's hands ran soothingly up and down her back. “It's totally normal. You had a big scare falling off the boat and then ran through a hurricane. It's just your body's way of dealing now that the rush has worn off.”


  “Y-you don't seem to be having any problems,” she said peevishly, annoyed at her weakness in the face of his strength. She was the boss. She was supposed to take charge, be calm through the storm. Instead all she could do was burrow against Sam, greedily absorbing his heat as she struggled to stop shaking.


  Sam's chest rumbled in a laugh that cut through the cold and sent a ripple of warmth low in Carla's belly. “I've been through my own share of scary shit. You get used to it after a while.”


  Without thinking, Carla brought her hand up to Sam's chest and brushed it over the starburst shaped scar exposed by the wide vee of his robe. She traced the raised knot of flesh, thinking how it changed the landscape of the body she remembered.


  Thinking of how close he must have come to dying.


  She would probably never know what crazed impulse compelled her to lean forward and press her lips to the spot, but before she was even aware of what she was doing her mouth had replaced her hand. A kiss of thanks for seeing her through the storm, of gratitude that he'd made it through the last eleven years alive, all rolled into one.


  She heard Sam's swift inhale, felt his body tense against hers as an electric current seemed to surround them. Face burning, she lifted her mouth from his chest and met his eyes, and any lingering chill in her body fled at what she saw in their depths.


  Need, raw and naked, burned in his gaze as he reached for her.


  Alarm bells sounded in her head, trying to remind her of why giving in to Sam would be a colossal mistake, resulting in nothing but hurt feelings at best and a broken heart at worst. As he pressed her back against the cushions, his mouth so close she could feel the warmth of his breath tease her lips, she said, her voice still shaking but no longer with cold, “We can't do this Sam. This will only cause trouble.”


  “I like trouble,” he whispered as he closed the distance.


  Any protest she might have formed disappeared at the first contact. She didn't know if it was the stress of the last several months, compounded in the last week of working so close to Sam, or the primal fear the storm evoked, but she felt the last fragile thread of her control snap at the feel of Sam's tongue flicking against the seam of her lips.


  She parted hers, sucked his tongue inside, his spicy taste flooding her senses and making her forget all the reasons why she needed to stop this before it went any farther. She felt a tug at her waist and her robe fell open. She settled back against the cushions as Sam pushed his own robe off his shoulders.


  Unlike her, Sam hadn't kept his underwear on. Her breath caught at the sight of his naked body, sending a rush of warmth to the pulsing flesh at the juncture of her thighs. His cock jutted hugely from between his legs, straining up his abdomen until it nearly touched his navel. Hair roughened, heavily muscled thighs parted hers as he settled over her.


  She gasped at the first brush of his cock against the smooth skin of her stomach. He took her mouth with a groan, kissing her slow and deep until she was arching her hips and rubbing herself against him like a cat in heat.


  “Do you have any idea,” Sam said as he nipped and sucked his way down her throat, “how bad I've wanted to do this from the first second I saw you again?”


  Carla's breath caught on a moan as he tugged a satin cup of her bra aside to reveal a breast. He circled her nipple with his tongue, took it between his lips to suck her hard. “All week,” he muttered against the soft fullness, “with you prancing around in your little dresses,” he yanked the other side of her bra down and gave her other breast a firm squeeze. “Your perfect tits spilling over the top,” he groaned.


  He sucked and tongued at her nipples as her hands coursed up and down the smooth hard lines of his back. She could feel his cock, hard and pulsing against her inner thigh, and felt an answering pulse as another rush of moisture drenched the thin silk of her panties.


  “Teasing me with your short skirts,” he whispered. She shivered as his big, callused palm slid up and down the outside of her thigh. He leaned up again to deliver another one of those soul shattering kisses. “All I could think about was sliding my hand up to see if you feel as good as I remember.”


  His hand slid between her thighs to cup her through the thin silk of her panties. He slipped his fingers inside, delving into folds gone slick with desire. “Oh, Jesus, you're so wet,” he murmured against her lips. “I always loved how wet you got.”


  Carla felt something tug at her heart at the memory of what they'd once shared...and how it had ended. She shoved it aside. What was happening here had nothing to do with the past. It was all about scratching an itch, releasing the tension, and moving on with no regrets.


  ###


  Sam pressed his fingers into the slick folds of Carla's pussy, silently marveling at the feeling of touching, tasting her, being with her again after all these years. He sucked her tongue into his mouth as he stroked her clit. Oh, God, he'd forgotten how much he loved the little sounds she made in the back of her throat when she got turned on. They sent a spark of heat straight to his dick and he felt his skin stretch even tighter over his already engorged flesh.


  He wanted to rip off her panties, spread her legs wide and shove himself deep and hard inside her, but he held a tight rein on the need pounding through him. He needed to go slow, take his time to remind her of all the pleasure he could give her, how good he could make her feel.


  Do whatever he could to chase away the memory of how he'd lashed out at her in a rush of fear and self doubt, even when she was the last person on earth he'd ever meant to hurt.


  He knew he was catching her in a moment of weakness, her guard eroded by her fear and the storm.


  He didn't care. A crack had finally appeared in her armor, and he wasn't above taking advantage of the situation to get her to break through the wall she'd built to keep him out. He would use the undeniable chemistry between them to chip away at her defenses until she broke down and gave him a chance to prove that he'd grown into a man who was actually worthy of her love.


  A brilliant plan, but only if he kept his own raging desire under control. He bit back a groan as his dick stroked against the smooth skin of her stomach, he backed away, kissing his way down her neck, down her chest, pausing to suck and lick her nipples. He groaned as he took her into his mouth again, the sweet taste, the scent of her skin flooding his senses.


  He continued down, wet, sucking kisses down her stomach, sliding off the couch until he was kneeling in front of it. He took her legs and scooted her until she sat upright against the cushions. “Take off your bra,” he said, and as she obeyed with trembling hands, he hooked his own shaking fingers in the waistband of her panties.


  He kept his eyes glued on her face as he dragged the scrap of silk and lace down her smooth thighs and calves. She was so damn beautiful, he thought, feeling that familiar tightness in his throat he got every time he looked at her.


  Her cheeks were flushed, her dark eyes burning with need, her mouth plump and red from his kisses. With her dark hair spilling in damp waves over her tanned shoulders and full breasts she was like sex incarnate, a luscious fruit, ripe and ready for the taking.


  “God you are so fucking beautiful you make my chest hurt,” he murmured as he hooked first one, then her other knee over his shoulders.


  Talk about luscious... with her legs spread to accommodate the span of his chest, she was totally exposed to his gaze. He'd felt her, tasted her, dozens of times in the past, but in all the times they'd messed around it had always been under the cover of darkness.


  Now, he felt his mouth water as he gazed at the hot sweetness between Carla's thighs. Completely smooth except for a neat patch of curls at the top of her slit. Pink, perfect, glistening with the evidence of her need. Sam felt his balls pull tight against his body as another surge of lust coursed through him, and he suddenly felt like he might actually die if he went another second without tasting her.


  He parted her with a sweep of his thumbs and took her into his mouth, the sweet, salty taste of her made the blood roar in his brain as her soft, “ooh” of satisfaction went straight to his core. “God, you taste even better than I remember,” he murmured as he circled her clit with his tongue. Slow, firm strokes, mixed in with soft sucks to get her going.


  Sam remembered everything Carla liked.


  He moved lower to dip his tongue inside, groaning at the surge of moisture that bathed his tongue. “Remember how embarrassed you were the first time I ever did this?” He'd worked her three nights in a row, pleading, persuading, convincing her that while getting her off with his fingers while he sucked her tits got the job done, she wouldn't know the meaning of pleasure until she let him go down on her.


  He sucked her clit into his mouth, felt her hips arch up to urge him deeper. “You were so nervous I could feel your heartbeat against my tongue.” Another firm slide of his tongue and Carla threaded her fingers through his hair.


  He slid a finger inside, groaning at the way the tight muscles clenched him hard. He slid another finger in, feeling her stretch around him, felt a bead of precome bathe his cock when he imagined how it was going to feel to have her stretch around his thick length. He was dying to get inside her, but for now he needed to focus on her, her pleasure, drive her out of her mind and drive away all the bad memories, leaving only the good stuff behind.


  “And then I licked you and sucked you and fucked you with my fingers until you came, just like I'm going to do tonight.” He felt the muscles of her thighs clench against his shoulders and knew she was close.


  He pushed his fingers deeper, pressing against the bundle of nerves hidden inside. She let out a harsh cry as her body convulsed, the tight muscles of her pussy contracting and pulling at his fingers as though trying to suck him even deeper.


  She collapsed back onto the couch as Sam rose to his feet. He ignored her murmur of protest as he scooped her up in his arms. The wind howled and moaned outside, and he could hear the violent drumming of the raindrops against the roof tiles as he carried her back to the villa's bedroom.


  He laid her across the king size, four poster bed, and followed her down. He loved how she looked after she came, all flushed and sloe-eyed, a lazy smile of satisfaction pulling at her swollen lips. He'd done that to her, he thought with a pinch of pride and something else he wasn't sure he wanted to examine too closely.


  He hissed as the over-sensitized tip of his dick brushed against the skin of her stomach. Christ, if he wasn't careful he was going to come all over her before he even got an inside her.


  No way could he fuck this up, not when he'd been dreaming for eleven years of everything he'd missed. He kissed her, slow and deep, slid his hand up and down her side as he coaxed her body out of its post orgasmic languor. He bent his head to her tits, sucked and pulled on her nipples until she was moaning and arching against him while he ground his dick into the mattress and strained to hold himself together.


  Finally, when she was clawing at his back, whispering, “please, please,” as she ground her sex against him Sam forced himself away long enough to reach into the bed stand to retrieve a condom from the intimacy kids provided in each of Holley Cay's rooms.


  He tore it open, giving a brief thanks to his good friend Chris who'd had the foresight, when he'd started the resort, to anticipate all of his guests' needs.


  He knelt between Carla's thighs, his mouth going temporarily dry as he saw the way she was looking at him, her dark eyes hot with need, her tongue flicking out to wet her plump bottom lip as she stared at his cock straining and throbbing between his legs. With her knees drawn up and her thighs parted, she offered him a delicious view of her pussy, wet and swollen with need. Waiting for him to come inside.


  Sam had been with a lot of women in his thirty two years, but no one had ever made him feel like Carla. Like he was going to die if he didn't get as deep inside her as he possibly could. Making him so hot and hard he was sure he could come just looking at her.


  Several seconds passed. “Are you going to put that on and do me or do you need a hand?” she asked, one eyebrow cocked knowingly.


  A chuckle ripped from his chest at the question, so direct, so sassy, so Carla. “As much as I love the idea I'm afraid if you so much as breathe on it this will all end a lot quicker than either of us want it to.”


  He rolled the condom on with hands that shook, clenching his jaw at the feel of his own hand. He fit himself against the entrance of her sex, echoing her gasp as he circled her clit and slid himself against her folds, bathing in her until his cock was slick and shiny with her juice. “Do you know how long I've dreamed of this?”


  His eyes nearly rolled back in his head as he pushed inside, felt the tight grip of her body taking him in. “Do you know how many nights I woke up, dreaming I was finally fucking you for real, only to wake up sad and alone with my own hand wrapped around my dick?”


  He hooked his elbow under her knee, opening her up as he withdrew almost all of the way and then thrust back inside, a little deeper this time.


  ###


  “You're so tight, so fucking perfect,” Sam groaned.


  Carla shivered and moaned, as much at Sam's words as at the feel of his cock sliding inside of her, stretching her tight as he drove deeper with every strong thrust of his hips.


  “That's it, take me, take me all the way in,” Sam rumbled. Carla gasped as he pressed deep, deeper than any man had ever gone before. Gasped again as he withdrew, the head of his cock dragging against her sex, already swollen and sensitive from her first explosive orgasm. She'd come down from that feeling like she'd been blown into a million pieces, content to lie back and let him do what he needed to do.


  But Sam brought her back to the edge with sure strokes of his hands and slow, deep thrusts of his hips. He bent his head, took her nipple into his mouth, ripping a cry from her throat as her body clenched around the thick club buried inside of her. She felt herself stiffen, every sinew drawn tight as a violin string as a second orgasm built.


  “Oh, God, I think I'm going to come again,” she said breathlessly. She slid her hands down his back, dug her fingers into the firm muscles of his ass. She hitched her knees up higher, urging him harder, faster, as she strove for the release hovering just beyond her reach.


  Sam shifted over her, moving higher on her body until the base of his cock rubbed against her clit with every thrust. Two slick thrusts and Carla felt herself fly over the edge, crying out as her body milked him hard.


  Sam bent his head, caught her cries in his mouth as he rode her through it, the thick slide and drag of him kept the pleasure going on and on until she wasn't sure if she was having multiple orgasms or one seemingly endless one.


  She didn't care, not as long as Sam kept up his relentless thrusts, faster, harder, until she became oblivious to anything but the feel of him, hot and hard and huge inside of her.


  He reared up on his knees, his face tight with strain as he pounded into her. Suddenly he stiffened, his fingers gripped her hips as he held himself buried deep inside. “Carla,” he called her name harshly and she felt his cock jerk and pulse inside her, felt her body clench in response.


  Then he collapsed on the mattress next to her and rolled to his back. He pulled her across his chest and wrapped his arm tight around her shoulders like he was afraid she was going to make a run for it.


  Carla nuzzled into his chest, unable to even muster up the energy to tell him he had nothing to worry about. With little aftershocks of pleasure tingling through her limbs, her body replete with not one but two (or possibly infinite) orgasms, she was pretty sure she wouldn't make it more than halfway across the room before collapsing.


  He let out a satisfied sigh and his hand stroked lazily down her back and hip, paused to give her butt a squeeze before trailing back up her to her shoulder, leaving a trail of heat in its wake. Carla closed her eyes and took a deep breath, absorbing the scents of him, of her, of sex swimming around them in a delicious, musky cloud.


  Tried not to think about how good it felt―not the sex―lying here in Sam's arms, the way she had that summer under the stars. He'd spend hours pleasuring her, then cuddle her close. He'd made her feel so warm, so safe. So cared for.


  Right. Try to remember how well he cared for you before you get all mooney again.


  Yet she couldn't make herself pull away from the strong, muscular arms, the huge hands that stroked her so tenderly for of their strength and size. You can handle this. You aren't a naïve teenager anymore whose out of control hormones fooled her into thinking she was in love. You can enjoy this for what it is, an orgy of pleasure that you'll both forget about when the craziness ends and things go back to normal.


  “Do you have any idea how long I've waited for that?” Sam muttered against the top of her head.


  Carla propped her arms on his chest so she could look at him. “Let me guess,” she said, trying to keep her tone light. “About a week?”


  She didn't realize her mistake in looking at him until it was too late. With his thick hair rumpled and mouth quirked in a sexy half smile, he was every inch the naughty bad boy who knew how to do things to her she'd never even dreamed of.


  But it was the look in his electric blue eyes that made her feel like a fist was squeezing her chest. Glowing with the warmth of banked lust, but there was something else there too. Adoration. At least, that's what she'd mistaken it for all those years ago before she'd realized that someone who adored her would never have treated her the way he had.


  Yet she couldn't make herself pull away as he reached his hand out to brush a lock of hair back over her shoulder. Mesmerized by the way he was looking at her, with what she could only call reverence in his eyes, like he was the luckiest man in the world to be with her right now. “Try about eleven years. I never stopped thinking about you. I never stopped wanting you.”


  Her stomach flipped at the thought of Sam spending the past eleven years thinking about her, kicking himself, as he'd said before, for how he'd pushed her away.


  Oh, Sam, you're good. I thought you were a master before, but now you've moved into champion player territory. She pushed herself off his chest and reached for her robe. “If that's the case it's only because I was the only girl who ever refused to actually fuck you.”


  He caught her hand and tumbled her back onto the bed before she could pull the robe around herself. “That's not it. Besides,” he said, his eyes crinkling wickedly, “you got me off enough times it didn't matter if you fucked me or not.”


  “Yeah, you were pretty clear about how satisfied you were with that,” Carla said tightly, her whole body going cold at the memory of his cruel assessment. She wanted to kick herself for being so weak, for letting the memory cut so deep after so long.


  “Carla.” His voice was tight and when she looked at his face she saw that it had gone pale. Almost as though his pain mirrored hers.


  No sympathy for the devil, she scolded herself and tried to jerk out of his hold but Sam was having none of it. He grabbed her shoulders and rolled her to her back, pinning her to the mattress as he settled his weight over her.


  A gust of wind shook the villa. Carla heard a shattering sound as tiles from the roof were ripped off and shattered on the ground. The lamp burning on the bedside flickered and went out as the storm took out the electricity.


  Sam continued like nothing had happened. “We need to get something straight,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “I said horrible things to you, hurt you in ways that I will regret for the rest of my life. I would never ask you to forgive me because I sure as hell don't deserve it, but you need to understand the truth. There was nothing―and I mean nothing―I didn't love about being with you.”


  


  


  Chapter Eight 


  


  Carla's breath caught at his words, the look on his face. Though the light was out, she could make out his face in the gray light leaking in through the shutters, his gaze steady, unwavering as though willing her to believe in him. Oh, God, it would be so easy to fall for him again, even knowing he didn't mean a word of it.


  “It doesn't matter,” she whispered. “That was a long time ago and has nothing to do with what's happening now.”


  Sam settled his weight more firmly against her until his chest brushed hers and she could feel the heavy weight of his cock hardening against her inner thigh. “What is happening, exactly?”


  Carla was saved from having to answer when her stomach gave a rumble, startling a laugh out of them both at its sheer volume.


  “Damn, woman, when's the last time you ate?”


  Carla played back last several hours and realized that she'd been so caught up in preparing for the storm and evacuating the guests that she hadn't had anything to eat today except for her preworkout coffee and some bottled water. “Dinner last night?”


  “Let's get you fed.” Sam rolled off her and reached for his own robe and made a pit stop in the attached bathroom. Carla waited for him to come out and used the bathroom herself, pausing to grab a hurricane lamp and box of matches on the way.


  She gave herself a quick washing, wincing as the wet washcloth brushed against the tender folds of her sex. In the mirror, her candlelit face looked different. Softer. Younger. The hard edges buffed away by the sheer force of her orgasms.


  Almost like the naïve eighteen-year-old who had fallen for Sam's schtick the first time around, she thought. She clung to that thought and went to join Sam in the main room.


  He was standing next to the dining table beside the villa's kitchenette, the contents of two emergency kits neatly laid out before him. He'd lit several lamps as well, the golden light playing over the sculpted lines of his face, which she realized on closer inspection was pulled into an irritated frown.


  “What's wrong?” she asked.


  “You can't eat any of these,” he said, gesturing to the stack of energy bars. “They're all peanut butter flavored.”


  “Crap,” Carla muttered as her stomach rumbled forlornly. “They must have mixed up the order. I specifically requested peanut free. She gave herself a mental kick in the ass for not double checking. Too late now.


  “I don't suppose you have an epi-pen with you?” she joked. Unless she wanted her throat to close up and to die from anaphylactic shock, she wasn't eating any time soon.


  “I'm sorry,” he said as he packed the bars away along with the first aid equipment they thankfully hadn't needed. “In the rush, I didn't think to check for any that had nut free emergency rations.”


  “It's okay,” she said, telling herself it didn't mean anything that he remembered she had a potentially lethal peanut allergy. “Not like I can't stand to miss a few meals.”


  He cocked a dark eyebrow and reached for his shorts which were draped over the back of a chair. “You're perfect, and you need to eat,” he said as he dropped his robe and pulled on his damp shorts. “I remember what you're like when you don't eat.” He moved to the door.


  “What are you doing?” Her voice raised in alarm as he reached for the doorknob. “You can't go out in that.”


  Sam looked at his watch. “Based on how fast the storm is moving, the eye should be over us right about now.” He opened the door, and sure enough, the rain had eased to a soft sprinkle. “I should be able to raid the kitchen and get back here before the other side hits us.”


  “Are you insane?” Carla asked as he stepped out the door. “That's how people get hurt―they go out in the eye thinking the storm is over and then get caught.”


  Sam bent and gave her a quick hard kiss. “It's sweet of you to worry about me, but I'll be back in ten minutes, tops. You sit tight.” He flashed her a cocky grin, reminiscent of the wild teenager he'd once been, flouting the rules at every turn. Despite what he claimed, he hadn't changed, except now he was facing down natural disasters instead of school principals and the local cops.


  He took off at a fast jog before she could say another word. Though the air was hot and oppressive with humidity, she kept her robe clutched tightly around her as she waited anxiously on the villa's front steps for Sam to return. From her position, she got her first glimpse of the havoc the hurricane had wreaked. Everywhere, palm fronds that lined the resort's perfectly landscaped grounds littered the pathways connecting the guest rooms. Clay shards lay scattered across the grounds, remnants of roof tiles that had been ripped off by the wind and hurled to the ground.


  She could only imagine how much worse it would be on the side of the island that was more exposed to the storm.


  Where was Sam? He’d said ten minutes, tops, but it felt like a lot longer.


  Her stomach knotted as the wind started to kick up again, a signal that the other side of the eye was fast approaching, bringing with it the most violent winds they'd have to endure.


  What if he didn't make it back in time? What if she had to wait out the storm alone?


  Worse, what if he got hurt? Or killed? The thought of him surviving being burned and shot at, only to die because he'd gone off in a storm to get her a snack made the knot of fear in her belly double in size.


  A crunch of footsteps sent a wave of relieve through her. Sam appeared around the bend, each arm laden with a white plastic trash bag heavy enough to make the muscles in his bulge under his skin.


  Carla motioned him inside and he dropped the bags on the floor. Without thinking, Carla flung herself against him and buried her face in the bare, damp skin of his chest.


  He gave a startled laugh and hugged her back, and bent to plant a kiss on the top of her head. “Now that's a greeting I could get used to.”


  Embarrassed at how happy she was to see him, Carla pushed free of his arms and stepped farther into the villa's great room. “That was completely stupid of you to go out there.”


  Sam picked up the plastic bags and brought them into the kitchenette. He opened one and started placing the contents on the counters. “Based on how fast the storm was traveling, I knew I had at least a twenty-five minute window before the other side of the storm hit.” He looked down at the large complicated-looking watch strapped to his wrist. “I could have taken another ten minutes and been in the clear.”


  Carla started to unpack the other bag. “The last data we got was hours old,” she said as she thumped a jar onto the table. “The storm could have easily picked up speed as the eye passed over.” She grabbed blindly at a smaller bag tucked inside and would have tossed it onto the table had Sam not stopped her with his hand on her wrist.


  “Careful. You don't want to squash the raspberries.” He set the bag carefully down.


  Carla snatched her arm from his grasp. “You had no way of knowing for sure how much time you had.” She continued emptying the bags, unearthing what looked like a week's supply of food.


  Sam finished unpacking the other bag. “I kind of like having you worry about me,” he said, and there was no mistaking the smug undertone in his voice.


  If only he'd known how many years, how many sleepless nights she'd spent worrying about him, wondering every time she heard about a soldier being killed somewhere if she would get a call from Chris that Sam O'Connell had been killed in battle or a training exercise. Not that she would ever in a million years admit it to his face.


  “Don't take it personally. I'd worry about anyone mentally deficient enough to go out into the eye of a hurricane when he has no way of knowing how fast the storm is moving.”


  As if to prove her point, at that moment there was violent snapping sound, followed by a crash which Carla guessed was the sound of a palm tree being denuded of several giant fronds.


  Sam's eyes darted to the windows, though he couldn't see anything through the sturdy wooden storm shutters. When he looked back at her, the chagrin on his face was unmistakable. “I'm sorry. You're right, it wasn't safe. I just wanted to make sure you had something to eat.”


  Carla felt the tension in her shoulders ease as the fear-fueled anger evaporated at the contrite, almost sweet expression in his electric blue eyes. “I'd rather miss a week of meals than risk you getting hurt or killed,” she said before she could consider the wisdom of such an admission.


  He crossed to her and gave her a quick, fierce hug. “Since that won't be necessary, why don't we go ahead and dig in.”


  “How bad was it out there?” Carla asked as she did a quick inventory of the supplies Sam had brought as he rummaged through the cabinets for utensils and plates.


  He found two plates, a couple of forks and spoons, and a paring knife. “Flooding from the pool into the fitness center, and the restaurant took a hit from the beach, but other than some minor roof damage the main structures are holding up.”


  Carla let out the breath she hadn't even realized she was holding. Sure, flooding, even seemingly minor, could cause a lot of damage but for the moment―they wouldn't know the extent of the damage until the storm had fully passed―it sounded like repairs would be finished well in time for the holiday high season.


  As the knot in her stomach eased her hunger once again came to the forefront. She moved next to Sam, squinting a little in the flickering lantern light as she took inventory. Piles of fruit and vegetables, loaves of bread, an assortment of cheeses and cold cuts. Bags of chips, a six pack of beer, a bottle each of red and white wine.


  He'd certainly taken her hunger seriously.


  Sam grabbed a baguette and went to work on it with the paring knife, slicing it in half and down the middle for sandwiches. “There's turkey in there somewhere and a block of Swiss over there.” He indicated the pile of cheeses on the far end of the corner. “I grabbed some pickles too―I think you put them on the table. I couldn't find that sweet mustard that you like, but there's some mayo and Dijon next to the pickles.”


  Carla's hand froze momentarily as she reached for her baguette. She tried to ignore the squeezing sensation in her chest, telling herself that like her stupid peanut allergy, Sam remembering her favorite sandwich combo was of no significance whatsoever. Especially since he'd heard her order it dozens of times.


  Yeah, but not in the past week...


  She put the baguette on a plate, grabbed a spoon and slathered some mustard on both sides. She considered forgoing the pickles, just to send a signal that he didn't know her as well as he liked to think he did. But he'd gone through all the effort to bring her the food, she didn't have it in her to be bitchy and passive aggressive about it.


  Besides, how much would her turkey and Swiss suck without pickles? Especially when she already had to forgo the honey mustard. She finished making her sandwich and grabbed some chips from the bag he'd opened to accompany it.


  “I brought dessert too,” he said, and indicated with his chin a plastic tub perched next to the sink.


  “Ice cream?” Carla asked, her mouth already starting to water. For the most part, she tried to eat pretty healthfully, but ice cream had always been her weakness. Leave it to Sam to remember that.


  “There wasn't any strawberry,” Sam said as he piled his own baguette with meat, cheese, and tomatoes, “so I grabbed the mango kind. We should probably get it into the fridge.”


  Carla nodded and set down her plate. Even with the electricity out, the fridge was still cold and the insulation would help keep the ice cream from turning to soup in the still, hot air. When she picked up the ice cream she noticed there was something else behind the plastic tub.


  She recognized the contents and nearly dropped the ice cream. Condoms. An entire bulk size box of them. “Wow, someone's optimistic,” Carla said, heat scorching her cheeks as she bent to put the ice cream in the mini fridge.


  As she stood she met Sam's gaze. “We only have two left to get us through the storm. I didn't want us to run out.”


  Even in the lantern light there was no mistaking the heat in his gaze. Carla felt it rush straight to her core, the look in his eyes enough to make her clench with need. She picked up her plate in two hands, marveling at her own ability to make it to the couch and set it on the low coffee table without dropping and breaking it.


  She picked up half of her sandwich and sat back as Sam placed a bottle of beer in front of her, then settled into one of the padded teak armchairs positioned at either end of the table. She couldn't decide if she was relieved or miffed that he hadn't chosen to sit next to her. Then she took the first bite of her sandwich and didn't care as the first bite of solid food in over eightee hours made her mouth and stomach sing with joy.


  She polished off the first half and sat back and sipped at her beer, a little embarrassed at how she'd scarfed down her food like a trucker in front of Sam.


  Not that he was showing any more restraint. He ate like a man who'd spent several months in a POW camp, polishing off at least three times as much food as she did in the same amount of time. Soon, he too sat back, beer in hand, resting his big hand on his lean stomach.


  She would have been a little bitter, she thought as she contemplated the ripped―no shredded―ab muscles rippling under his tight skin, had she not witnessed for herself exactly how hard Sam worked out to look like that.


  The memory of him, droplets of sweat beading on his skin as though daring her to chase them with her tongue, flooded her senses. Between her legs her sex throbbed almost painfully and her nipples pulled tight under her thick robe.


  “Chris seems really happy.”


  Carla jerked her eyes up to Sam's face, embarrassed, yet again, to be caught blatantly ogling his buff body. But instead of the sly, knowing look she expected to see, Sam's expression was pensive as he stared sightlessly at the flame of the hurricane lamp perched on his end of the table.


  Carla couldn't help but give a wistful smile at the mention of her cousin and Julie, his wife of four years. “It's kind of disgusting how happy they are.”


  “I remember how he used to talk about Julie when he'd come back to Vegas,” Sam said, his teeth white as he flashed a wry grin. “It was so obvious he had a huge thing for her, but whenever I asked him why he never made a move, he kept saying she was too good for him. Deserved better than a player like him,” he paused and took a sip of his beer. “I know how that goes.”


  “He's not a player anymore,” Carla said, instinctively defending the cousin who was as close to her as her own brother. “And besides, it wasn't all a cakewalk.”


  “I know,” Sam said, shaking his head. “He told me all about it, how he very nearly fucked it all up. Lucky for him she gave him another chance.”


  Carla's throat closed around the sip of beer she'd just taken, warning bells going off in her head at the direction this conversation was going.


  “He's living the dream,” Sam said with a little shake of his head. “He got his business going, got the girl he always wanted, two kids...no man could ask for anything more.”


  She gave a harsh laugh. “Oh right, like that's your dream.”


  “I never said it wasn't.” Sam retorted.


  “Really? Like I'm supposed to believe you, the guy whose personal mission in life is to break Wilt Chamberlain's record for number of women screwed.” Carla drained the rest of her beer and set the bottle down with a thunk.


  Sam's eyes narrowed and his mouth pulled into a tight line. The muscles in his shoulders pulled tight and she got an uncomfortable feeling like she'd just poked an angry lion. “Not wanting it and never believing you can have it are two totally different things. At the risk of sounding like a fucking broken record, I'm not like that anymore.”


  “Sure,” Carla said. “Next you're going to tell me that before tonight you've been celibate for the last eleven years.”


  Sam shrugged and sat back against the chair back, his hard chin jutting out ever so slightly. “More like nine or ten months.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “I'm not twenty-one any more. This may sound corny, but I've realized sex is a lot more fun when I actually care about the person I'm doing it with.”


  She felt a jolt in her stomach as his words registered. Was he trying to imply that he cared about her? Oh right, who was she kidding. “Uh huh. And I bet you've 'cared'”―she made air quotes with her fingers―“for a lot of women over the years.”


  She picked up the second half of her sandwich, not so much because she was still hungry as to distract herself from the hard set to his jaw and the turbulent emotions in his blue gaze. Almost as though she might have hurt him with her little jab.


  He got up and she heard a cork pop in the kitchen, followed by the glugging sound of glasses being filled. Sam returned to the armchair and set a glass of red wine in front of her as he brought the other to his own lips.


  The storm shutters rattled against the windows, and for a second Carla questioned the wisdom of getting a buzz on while a hurricane raged. But as she caught Sam's intense stare she took her glass in hand and took a deep drink. Now that the eye had passed over, the worst of the storm was over. The villa had held up and they were safe as long as they stayed inside.


  And God knew, if she was going to be stuck in here with Sam for several more hours, she needed something to take the edge off.


  “What about you?” Sam asked curtly. He sat back in his chair, one foot draped over his knee as he held his glass loosely in one hand. Though his posture was relaxed, Carla knew from the tightness of his muscles in his shoulders and neck he was anything but.


  “What about me?” she said.


  “What happened to your plan to get married and have a couple of kids before you turned thirty?”


  Carla felt her face heat and she stared at the dark depths of her wine so she wouldn't have to meet Sam's probing gaze. She wanted to kick herself for ever revealing her hopes and dreams to him in those secret, starlit conversations. She wanted to kick him for throwing it back in her face.


  She cringed inwardly, remembering how she'd told him things about her mother and her string of loser boyfriends. How Carla had vowed to never be anything like her mother, how she would be smart about who she gave her heart to so she wouldn't end up alone with two kids to raise, her heart so bruised and battered it was a wonder it even beat anymore.


  How the man sitting across from her was living proof that when it came to bad boys who flashed a sexy smile as they said all the right things, Carla was just as foolish as her mother.


  “I haven't made the best choices, relationship wise,” she said, trying to sound nonchalant.


  Sam's eyes narrowed. “I assume you're referring to me.”


  “I'd hardly call our summer fling a relationship,” she said, throwing his own words back in his face. “But yeah, that probably should have clued me in. There were others after that who did their own damage.”


  Sam leaned forward. “Like who?”


  Carla took another sip of wine, felt its warmth pour through her limbs, relaxing her body and her tongue as the liquor went to work. “Let's see,” she stared at the ceiling and wiggled her fingers as though mentally counting.


  “Jesus, how many have there been?”


  Carla hid a smile at Sam's irritation. Was it possible he was actually jealous? “Let's see, after you there was Carl, who I dated my sophomore year of college. He's the one I finally had sex with, in case you're wondering. We were together for a year before I found out he was also sleeping with one of his fraternity brothers.”


  Sam choked on his swallow of wine at that.


  “Then Jason, who I dated part of junior and senior year. We were going to move to New York together after graduation, where he had a job with a major hotel group. While he backpacked through Europe I sold all my stuff to buy a non-refundable plane ticket to New York and put a deposit on an apartment in Manhattan. Only by the time he got back to the states he had found another roommate.”


  “Not another dude?”


  Carla shook her head and drained her glass. “Nope. Tina from Australia. Five nine, waist length blond hair, legs up to her armpits, and a 'hey no worries mate’ attitude, although I think that was as much because of her fat trust fund as being from Australia. Either way, somewhere over the summer Jason realized what he really wanted was the anti-me.”


  Despite her light tone, Sam's expression was anything but, his dark brows knit and his mouth turned down in a scowl. “That it?”


  Carla gave a sharp laugh. It was either that or cry. “One more. The biggie.” She paused for a moment, wondering why she was telling him all of this. She waved her hand dismissively. “This is stupid. You don't really care about any of this.”


  Sam leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “Tell me. I want to know.” The way his eyes focused on her, full of what looked like sincere interest and sympathy, just like they'd been all those years ago, compelled her to keep talking even though it wasn't in her nature to share.


  After he'd dumped her, she'd convinced herself he'd probably come out of the womb knowing how to give that look, knowing on some instinctive level that women were more inclined to give it up for men who listened – or pretended to.


  Even knowing that, she still wasn't immune to it. Combined with the effects of the wine, it sent the sordid truth spilling out. Or an abbreviated version, anyway.


  “His name was Greg. He was the chef at Holley Cay. He asked me to marry him after six months and I was over the moon, convinced I'd found someone who could deal with my dedication to my job and handle living resort life full time. Which, you'll soon find out, isn't all it's cracked up to be.”


  Sam nodded and indicated for her to go on.


  “So I started putting together plans for us to get married during the low season.”


  “Please don't tell me he left you at the altar.”


  Carla flashed him a rueful smile. “No. Thankfully things didn't get that far. As it got time to send out the invitations, he started acting weird. Distant, uncommunicative, I'm sure you know the drill.”


  She shot a look at him and saw that he had a slightly chagrined look on his face.


  “Then one night I went to check something on the computer―the personal one I kept at my place, not the office one―and he'd left his email up.”


  Sam brought his hand up to his face.


  “I didn't snoop! I swear! But as I went to close it I saw an email from the manager of Curtain Bluff.” At Sam's confused look, she clarified, “It's a resort on Antigua. I told myself there was probably nothing to it. Greg was―is―very talented, and people were always trying to woo him away. But I couldn't stop myself from reading it.”


  She reached for the bottle and refilled her glass. “And that's how I found out he had taken a position as the head chef and was expected to start only days from then.” She remembered the shock that had coursed through her, her heart pounding so hard she thought she was having a heart attack, her fingers going cold.


  “When I asked him about it, he told me he'd regretted asking me to marry him almost immediately, that he'd realized he wasn't nearly as in love with me as someone who's getting married should be. So instead of telling me that and keeping me from mooning around this place like an idiot chattering about wedding plans, he quietly went off to find another job. He told me he thought it would be better to wait to end it when he could leave right away. Clean break and all that.”


  “What a dickhead. That must have been awful.”


  Carla shrugged. “It was for a while. Not so much because I was so heartbroken. In retrospect, Greg was onto something there about being in love enough to get married. I'm not sure I was either Everyone knew what an idiot I was except for me."


  "No,” Sam said, sharply enough to make her meet his gaze. “They're the idiots for being stupid enough to screw up with you.” His hand was clenched so tightly around his wine glass she was afraid it might shatter in his grip, and his eyes were stormy with what looked like fury. On her behalf.


  She had no doubt if any of the men she'd mentioned walked into this room, Sam would deliver an ass kicking none of them would ever forget. The idea that he would be so protective of her and her feelings gave her a primitive thrill.


  “Total, fucking, idiots,” Sam said. “And don't think I don't lump myself firmly in that category. I should have never screwed things up with you. I should have never let you get away.”


  Carla felt a weird twisting in her chest, tried to chase it away by reminding her that he'd been the one to push, that she hadn't been looking for the exit. When that didn't work she took another sip of her wine. “And think about what a disaster that would have been if you'd actually let me follow you to the Army.” Her laugh sounded forced, hollow.


  Sam took a drink of his own wine, contemplating her over the rim. “Or not. We might be happy together with a couple of kids by now.”


  She knew she shouldn't go there, but her mind was suddenly flooded with visions of what life would be like, had she married Sam. She probably would have never come to work with Chris, would have probably found work close to wherever Sam was stationed.


  Work she would have given up, at least partially once she had kids since she'd told herself she wouldn't work full time as a parent if she could help it. That long ago summer she'd fantasized dozens of times about what their future children might look like. Would they have had boys, tall and rangy with their daddy's devilish blue eyes? Or determined little girls with dark curly mops of hair and big brown eyes? A combination of the two?


  The tightness in her chest told her she had to get off this track, and fast. “Or I would have ended up a single mother, either because you were killed in combat or because we got divorced after we wised up and realized what idiots we were to think a summer fling between two kids could ever lead to something meaningful.”


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  The words tasted bitter coming out of Carla's mouth and she saw the bitterness reflected on Sam's face. “In any case I wouldn't have ended up here, living in paradise, doing something I love that keeps me way too busy to worry about marriage and all that nonsense.”


  She waited a beat, but Sam didn't respond. He just sat back in his chair, his muscular torso gilded by the flickering lamplight, his pensive stare never wavering from her face. Like he could see straight through her bluster to the dream of a family and children she still held secreted away in her heart.


  “I'm going to get some of that ice cream,” she said, desperate to break the tension. “You want some?” she called over her shoulder as she hurried to the mini fridge.


  “Why not?” Sam asked, though his tone sounded like she'd just offered him rat poison.


  She took the tub out of the refrigerator and scooped two portions into coffee cups since she couldn't find any bowls. She spent unnecessary time making sure the amounts were equal, perfectly shaped little balls, stalling as she tried to get control over the twist of emotions Sam had stirred up inside her.


  She couldn't let herself get carried away. Whatever she'd felt for him―and assuming he wasn't full of shit, what he'd felt for her―was firmly in the past. She couldn't let herself fall for Sam's game just because they still shared an undeniable and explosive attraction to each other.


  She gave one cup to Sam, felt the frisson of heat pulse up her arm and straight to her core as her fingers brushed his. She curled up on the couch and brought the spoon to her lips, not so much because she was hungry as to give herself something to do.


  Nevertheless, the instant the creamy, fruity ice cream hit her tongue, Carla closed her eyes and moaned. The cold, the sweetness, saturated her senses and sent a rush of pure joy through her.


  Some people had booze, some people had heroin. Carla DeLuca had ice cream.


  She took another bite, moaning again as she bit down into a chunk of frozen mango, its tart flavor the perfect balance to the rich vanilla of the ice cream.


  A choking sound jerked her from her blissful haze. Her eyes snapped open to see Sam, still staring at her, his own ice cream forgotten in his hand. But the pensive tumult was gone from his eyes, replaced by a heat so intense she could feel it sizzle across the skin.


  An answering heat rushed through her, coupled with a sense of relief. This she could do. Focus on the sex and keep the emotions out of it. Keep them busy pleasuring each other so there would be no more opportunity to bring up the past, how he may or may not have felt about her then or feel about her now.


  No opportunity for her to wallow in stupid fantasies about what might have been or could still be when they both knew damn well there was nothing for them beyond the walls of this villa.


  Keeping her gaze locked with his, she withdrew the spoon slowly, deliberately from her mouth and licked the bowl clean with a flick of her tongue.


  His tongue came out to lick his own lips.


  “What are you staring at?” Carla asked, her voice already husky with her growing need.


  Sam's mouth pulled into that sexy, knowing smile that had never failed to make her feel tight and achy inside. “I think you know.”


  Carla took another bite, sucking her spoon with exaggerated relish, hiding her smile at the dark slashes of color that appeared on Sam's cheekbones. She stole a glance down the front of his body, her breath catching in her chest when she saw the way his cock was already tenting out the front of his shorts.


  And they hadn't even touched each other yet.


  Despite his obvious arousal, Sam seemed content to watch her. Like a big cat eyeing a gazelle, watching, waiting for the right moment to pounce.


  Every cell in her body tingled with awareness and she felt her nipples pull tight under the robe. Between her legs she was already damp, the pulse beat growing stronger with every second he held her gaze.


  Never breaking her stare, she put the cup of ice cream down on the table and took another spoonful. As she sat back, she gave a little shrug, enough to make one sleeve of her robe slide down her shoulder, baring most of her breast to his gaze.


  She'd never teased a lover like this, flirted and provoked, the aroused tension in the air growing thicker as she waited for him to make his move. She'd never wanted to before.


  But from the beginning Sam had tapped into the naughty girl she'd never known existed inside her. Making her want to experience the wicked pleasures his all too knowing eyes promised. Making her wait in breathless anticipation as she wondered what he'd do next.


  The spoon in her hand tilted, and a dollop of rapidly melting ice cream landed on the swell of her breast.


  “Oops,” she said, her left eyebrow cocked, daring him.


  Sam pushed himself up from his seat, his wicked smile sending a shiver of anticipation through her. He bent over her, the dark silk of his hair tickled her neck as he leaned down and swirled his tongue against her skin, capturing every last trace of ice cream.


  He lifted his head. “Delicious.” His mouth came down over hers, hot, hungry. His tongue thrust between her lips, and she sucked him in as she felt the knot of desire between her legs pull even tighter. She kept her mouth glued to his and helped Sam push her robe the rest of the way off and toss it to the floor.


  She heard a faint clinking sound and then gasped as cold liquid drizzled over her breasts. Carla arched her back and squirmed as Sam bent his head to her, licking her clean as he followed the rivulets of ice cream down the slopes of her breasts, circling back to her nipples in a series of teasing licks that pulled breathless, pleading sounds from her throat.


  Finally, his lips closed tightly over one nipple, pulling hard as his fingers gave the other a firm pinch. “God I love your tits,” he murmured, his tone almost worshipful as he alternated firm sucking with soft flicks of his tongue. He reached for the spoon, painted each dark peak, pleasured her with deep, hard pulls of his lips.


  She cried out at the answering throb of her sex. Clutching his shoulders, she parted her legs wide, arching until she could rub herself against the hard ridge of his abs. The delicious pressure wasn't enough, and as he continued to lick and suck her nipples, her body tightened in a need so intense it bordered on pain.


  Her cries grew more frantic, her movements jerky as she shifted under him, trying to find the right angle, the right pressure, that would push her over the edge.


  “What's the matter, baby?” Sam's low voice rumbled through her. “Your pussy feeling neglected?” he asked with a soft chuckle and slid his hand down her stomach, his fingers stopping just inches from the little patch of curls at the top of her slit.


  Carla moaned and arched her back, trying to get those fingers to slide just another inch lower, knowing that all it would take was one brush of her clit to send her flying over the edge.


  But Sam kept his hand there and reached for cup of ice cream with the other. Carla cried out as cold liquid poured over her mound, half expecting to hear a sizzle as it hit her heated flesh. The soft drizzle of it on her clit was enough to send the first throbbing pulse of orgasm through her core.


  She watched, breathless as Sam bent his dark head to her, his eyes glittering in the lamplight as they locked on her face. He ran the flat of his tongue along the outside of her lips, licking her clean, driving her insane as he stayed along the edges of her sex, tonguing and sucking her swollen, sensitive flesh but never hitting the exact spot where she so desperately needed him.


  Her body soaked with sweat, her sex drenched with her need, Carla was about to beg when Sam finally gave her what she needed. Two thick fingers slid inside her at the exact moment his lips closed over her clit and gave it a hard pull.


  Carla's fingers tangled in his hair as she shot straight to the stratosphere, coming so hard she saw stars. When she came back to herself, Sam's head was still between her splayed legs, his mouth resting against the moist skin of her inner thigh.


  She shifted as though to sit up.


  “Where do you think you're going?” He asked, his big hand clamping down against her inner thigh.


  “Well, I came...” she said, her voice trailing off in a rush of self-consciousness. She was as rusty with naughty banter as she was with sexual teasing.


  “That doesn't mean I'm finished down here, not by a long shot.”


  There was no way she could come again any time soon, not after the tremor that had just rocked her. “Sam, I can't...” She tried again to shift away. His hand clamped tighter on her leg and his mouth moved over the tendon where her inner thigh connected to her pelvis.


  She felt a slight pinch, barely got over the shock of realization that he had just bitten her when pleasure jolted through her, pulsing in her sex, traveling up to tingle in the tips of her breasts.


  Carla gave another surprised moan as he continued to nibble, never imagining that a cord of connective tissue she'd never given much thought to could be such an erogenous zone. By the time Sam spread the lips of her sex apart and bent to circle her clit with soft strokes of his tongue, Carla realized there was a lot she didn't know about her body.


  And a lot Sam did.


  “Your pussy tastes even sweeter without the ice cream,” Sam murmured as she laid back and gave herself over to the pleasure he was so determined to give her. “Sweet and juicy as a perfectly ripe peach. I've been going crazy, craving the taste of you. And now that I've had another taste, I'm never going to get enough of you.”


  His words made something pinch in her chest, made it hard to remember that this was about sex, about the pleasure he could give her, and wouldn't last a second past the aftermath of the storm. But when he said things like that, made her feel like he'd never wanted a woman more, when he licked and sucked her pussy like she was the most delicious thing he'd ever tasted, she felt the hairline fractures in the wall around her heart crack open a little wider.


  Letting little pieces of herself seep out. Making room for him to seep in.


  His tongue slid down farther, thrusting inside, licking, tasting all of her like he was starving for her. Though she would have thought it impossible, she felt her body tighten in anticipation of another orgasm, throbbing and aching with such intensity it danced on the edge of pain.


  Her moans grew louder, more frantic as she strained for release.


  “That's it baby,” Sam murmured and moved his mouth higher so he could suck on her clit. She gasped, arching as he slid one, then two thick fingers inside her, thrusting and twisting in rhythm with his tongue. “Come for me,” he said. “I'll never get enough of you coming in my mouth.”


  She had no choice but to obey his command, her body shaking and jerking as she came. As another wave crashed over her he pushed himself up and kissed her, muffling her frantic whimpers.


  With his fingers buried deep and his thumb a firm pressure on her throbbing clit, the pleasure went on and on. Carla threaded shaky fingers through his hair and licked and sucked at his mouth, the taste of him mixed with that of her own desire calling to some primitive place inside her. Unbelievably, she felt another peak crashing over her, pulsing heavily out from her core, her body contracting with such force she couldn't even cry out, her head thrashing against the cushions as her mouth opened wide on a silent scream.


  She collapsed back, her body twitching as she felt Sam pull his hand away from her swollen, over-sensitized sex. He curled himself around her, rained soft, soothing kisses over her cheeks and lips as the currents of pleasure slowed enough for her to breathe again.


  As awareness crept in she realized that while she had all but melted in a puddle of satisfaction, Sam was tense against her, his muscled body radiating heat. She could smell his need on his skin, could hear it in the tightness of his breath. He still had his shorts on, but she could feel his cock, hard and insistent against her hip, hot as a brand even through the fabric.


  Carla licked inside his mouth, tasting his groan as she slid her hand from where it rested along his ribcage over to his stomach. He sucked in a breath, his abs contracting against her fingers as she moved them lower, tracing the line of silky hair until it found the button at the waistband of his shorts.


  Carla's mouth didn't leave his as she unfastened his shorts and tugged the zipper down. Her hand delved inside and she gasped in delight at the undeniably familiar feel of Sam filling her hand. Hot, silky skin stretched tight over the thick column of granite hard flesh. She stroked him root to tip, taking his measure, remembering the hot thrill that had shaken her the first time she'd touched him, marveling at the heat and size, so thick her fingers barely met when they closed around him.


  Back then, she'd been so nervous and inexperienced, had no idea how to touch him and give him pleasure. But she'd been an eager student, paid close attention the way he liked to be touched, and had learned quickly how to stroke and pet him, how to use her hands and later her mouth to push him over the edge until he exploded with the force of his need.


  To test her memory, she slid her fist down and squeezed him hard at the base, keeping firm pressure as she moved up the shaft, pausing at the top to swirl her thumb around the broad, swollen head. She was rewarded by Sam's groan and the way his hips thrust heavily into her hand, by the thick drop of precome that beaded on the tip.


  Carla spread it all over him, using it to smooth her way for the slow, steady pump of her fist.


  Sam's throat arched back, his face tight with pleasure as he shifted his position to give her better access. “Let me go get a condom,” he said, his voice so tight the words seemed ripped from his chest. “I'm not going to last.”


  Carla ignored him, her gaze locked on the way his cock looked, so long and thick gripped in her small hand. She could feel his pulse throb in the vein that traced along the side, and he seemed to swell even bigger as another drop of pearly fluid appeared on the tip.


  Her mouth watered with the need to taste him, and without thinking, she bent her head down and captured it with the tip of her tongue.


  They both jerked at once, he in pleasure, she in shock. She hadn't wanted to go down on a lover in years. Not since Sam had devastated her with his cruel assessment of her oral sex skills. From then on she'd made it clear to the men that followed that blow jobs were not in her repertoire. They could beg and plead and call her a prude, but she'd stood firm, claiming it was something she hated doing.


  But the truth was, she'd loved doing it to Sam. Loved the salty, musky taste of his skin, loved the way his cock stretched her lips and pressed against the back of her throat. Loved the way he swelled and throbbed against her tongue, the way his body went perfectly still the second before he came, shooting his come into her mouth as she sucked down every last drop.


  Loved knowing that even though he was older and so much more experienced than she was, she could still make him crazy with need, make him come so hard he would roar at the night sky as the pleasure shuddered through him.


  With one cruel blow, he'd taken that primal, wholly female satisfaction away.


  And, she realized now, as she lay next to him on the cramped couch, his cock throbbing in her hand as her mouth hovered just inches away, she'd never really gotten it back.


  Until now. As he arched and shifted helplessly against her, Carla knew that no matter what happened after, she would leave this villa knowing that she had the power to rock Sam's world.


  He could make her insane with need, tease and torment her until she was crazed and desperate, begging for release.


  Now Carla was going to do the same. She shifted, sliding to her knees in front of the couch as she urged him to sit back against the cushions. She caressed him in soft, lazy strokes, thrilling at the way his thigh muscles bunched under his hair-roughened skin as she urged them to part so she could kneel in between.


  From her position she could see everything, the seam that ran up the underside of his cock to the ridge of flesh that rimmed the head, the blue veins that bulged against his skin. His balls were pulled high and tight against his body as he struggled to keep control.


  Her mouth watered, craving his taste. But instead of taking the head of his cock between her lips, she needed to deliver a little payback. She bent and landed an open mouth kiss on the inside his of his knee. Never letting up on the light, almost teasing strokes of his cock, she licked and sucked her way up the inside of his thigh.


  She traced her way to the tendon where his leg and pelvis met and delivered her own bite, thrilling at the way he shuddered and cried out. “Baby, please, you're killing me.”


  Carla felt a surge of feminine power as she ignored him, moving her mouth instead to his other knee and making her slow, torturous way up the inside of his other thigh.


  By the time she made it he was panting hard, his cock throbbing insistently in her hand as his fingers dug into the couch cushion like he was holding on for dear life.


  She flicked her tongue against his sack, soft, kitten-like laps. His groan was harsh, almost pained. She rose higher on her knees and pulled his cock closer to her mouth, close enough that he could feel her puff of breath against the head.


  “Jesus, Carla, put me out of my fucking misery already.”


  She angled her gaze up at him, loving the way his eyes glittered with an unholy need, his face all sharp planes and angles, pulled tight with desire that bordered on desperation.


  A sly smile pulled at her lips as she leaned a hairsbreadth closer, but still not close for the swollen head to meet her lips. “Are you sure you want me to do this?” she said, though the way his cock strained, seeming to yearn toward her mouth of its own volition left her with little doubt. “Seeing as how I'm so lousy at it.” She licked her lips, barely suppressing an evil laugh.


  “Please.” His voice was tortured. “I told you I was lying, it was all bullshit. I loved every second of being with you, you were so damned good at making me come, still so good―”


  His words stuck in his throat as Carla finally had mercy on him and took him in her mouth. She moaned her own satisfaction as she opened her mouth wide, her lips stretching over the thick head of his cock, her tongue circling the smooth slick head.


  The taste of him, all salt and musk, and something, uniquely, deeply Sam, went straight to her core. It brought with it a rush of memories of pleasures shared over cool desert nights that were too short to satisfy the desires blazing hot and wild through their young, needy bodies.


  As she sucked him deep into her throat she was brought back to that place, where nothing existed but the two of them together, her sole purpose in that moment to give the man she loved pleasure. Where nothing mattered but Sam.


  


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  Sam had to close his eyes against the mindblowing sight of Carla's plump, pink mouth sliding up and down his cock before it hurled him over the edge. But the image was seared into his brain. Her dark hair pushed to one side to spill down her back so he could see her face, her dark lashes resting against her smooth cheek. The thick column of his cock disappearing into her mouth only to reappear, slick and wet from her loving.


  And closing his eyes only made him more aware of how fucking good it felt, the hot suction of her mouth, firm pumps of her small but strong fist around his shaft, the wet lash of her tongue circling the head.


  Sam wanted to come so bad his balls ached from restraint and he felt another spurt of come erupt from the tip. Still he held back, clenching his teeth as he struggled for his fast fading control. He never wanted this to end, the feel of Carla's mouth sucking him, her sweet hands caressing him, her own little sounds of pleasure humming in her throat as she drove him insane.


  Christ, she was so good. Despite the horrible things he'd said to her, Carla DeLuca had given him hands down the best head he'd ever had. Sam hadn't forgotten that. But his fevered memories couldn't do justice to the real thing.


  It wasn't just the way she used her lips, tongue, and hands to pleasure him. Though Carla had been an eager student, had paid close attention to the way Sam liked to be licked, sucked, stroked.


  And, Jesus, he thought as she took him deep in her throat and fluttered her tongue against the underside of his cock, she hadn't forgotten a damn thing.


  But what got him, then as well as now, was her passion, the unconscious sounds of pleasure that came from her throat while she went down on him. Like she was taking almost as much pleasure from the act as he was. Like she wasn't just pleasuring him.


  She was loving him.


  That had been true once, and God what he wouldn't give, he realized as a flash of clarity pierced through his sexual haze, for it to be true once again.


  Sam felt his balls cinch up tighter, felt the muscles of his thighs tense with his impending orgasm. He could feel it, pounding through his veins, rippling through his cells. He threw his head back, ready to to surrender.


  Only to nearly choke in frustration as Carla abruptly pulled her mouth away. His chest heaving, every sinew taut, he opened his eyes and nearly came at the sight of her. Kneeling between his parted legs, her dark eyes glittering hotly, her mouth red and swollen and pulled into a naughty half smile. His cock rose up like the Empire State Building, bobbing and straining toward her lips.


  He didn't even realize she had something in her hand until the cold, wet, trickle hit his stomach. Sam looked down, saw the river of white ice cream course down the line bisecting his stomach. He held his breath in anticipation as she leaned forward, leading with that perfect pink tongue to lap up the ice cream.


  His muscles jerked as she licked him, and though her mouth wasn't anywhere near where he needed it, as she leaned closer he could feel the soft brush of her tits against his cock. Groaning, he reached down to cup her, teasing her nipples with his thumbs while she teased him to the brink of insanity.


  She reached for the cup again and poured the rest of the melting ice cream over the head of his cock. Sam hissed as the cold liquid hit. Carla ran her tongue up and down his shaft, licking him with relish as she captured every last drop.


  “Mmm, ice cream and Sam. This could be addictive.” She smiled, slanting her gaze up to meet his as her tongue drew a slow, deliberate circle around the head of his cock. “But nothing,” she said, and gave him another lick, “could ever taste as good as your come in my mouth.”


  Her lips closed over him, sucked him hard and that was all it took. Sam came with a shout, jerking and bucking as he pulsed into her mouth. Carla took him deep, pumping him with her hand as she sucked him dry.


  Sam collapsed back against the cushions and clumsily pulled Carla up over him.


  “Not too lousy for you?” Carla murmured against his throat.


  Sam let out a weak chuckle and slid his hand over her ass to pull her tighter to him. “Whoever told you that was an undeserving asshole and a coward who was too stupid to see how much he'd regret not grabbing onto you with both hands and never letting you go.”


  Carla snuggled closer and he felt the puff of her breath as she chuckled against his neck. “An asshole, a fool, and a coward, huh? I probably should have never let him near me.”


  Despite the humor in her voice, Sam felt a tight pinch in his chest as he acknowledged the truth in her words. “Definitely. Unfortunately I'd had it bad for you for so long, I don't know that there would have been anything that would have kept me away. Except maybe if you'd been a lesbian, but even then I probably would have badgered you non-stop to let me watch.”


  Her soft laugh sent a ripple of pleasure through him. He'd always loved making her laugh. He'd always loved everything about her. And yet he hadn't been able to keep the fear at bay enough to keep himself from fucking it up. “Yep, you definitely deserved better than the worthless, aimless son of a drunk who didn't have a single good thing in his life that didn't get wrecked to hell. So instead I took the best thing I ever had and trashed it myself.”


  He heard her breath catch and she reached up to stroke his jaw with her hand. He leaned into the touch like an old stray dog dying for a pet. “You were never worthless, no matter what your dad said.” She propped herself up on his chest. “And I think you've proven pretty definitively that you're not aimless,” she said, her fingers unconsciously tracing the scar on his chest.


  As he looked into her eyes, it was as though the years had disappeared, and they were once again back on their blanket under the stars, Carla looking at him like he'd hung the moon, telling him that no matter what other people thought about him, she knew he wasn't a loser who was never going to amount to anything.


  If only he'd believed her then.


  “I know I've been giving you a hard time since you got here,” Carla said, her eyes dropping down to focus on her fingers tracing aimless patterns over his chest. “But not just anyone can be a special forces badass, and not every man has it in him to take a bullet for someone else, no matter how much he's being paid. And considering where you came from and everything you had to overcome, what you've done is pretty amazing.”


  “You're amazing,” Sam said, his heart swelling so much he felt like it was going to crack through his ribs.


  Slow down, jackass, he cautioned himself. She didn't say you were amazing, she said what you've done is amazing. And there was nothing in there about forgiving you and giving you another chance to really make it right.


  Still, as he pulled her up to kiss him, he couldn't extinguish the sense of small triumph that she was softening toward him, opening up in a way that had nothing to do with sex. In a way, he realized in a sudden rush, he needed her to do.


  Because he loved her. Still? Again? He wasn't sure and he didn't care. All that mattered was that he knew it was true, and now that he had her heading in the right direction, he was going to do everything he could to keep them on the right track.


  But as he lifted his head, one look into her eyes, wary once again, told him that if he revealed anything that was going on his head right now she'd retreat back behind that wall quicker than a heartbeat.


  “Amazing, huh,” she said, and he heard the slight strain in her voice, the same tone she'd gotten earlier when things had started to go just a little bit too deep into the “not just killing time with sex” territory. “Amazingly sticky, is more like it,” she said, indicating the dried patches of ice cream gluing them together in some spots.


  She started to pull away but Sam held her fast, pushing aside his disappointment as he pushed himself up. “There's an easy fix to that.”


  Cradling her in his arms, he stood from the couch and walked back through the master bedroom into the villa's bathroom. On the way he grabbed a hurricane lamp to light their way. With the sunken tub and shower done entirely in marble and brushed nickel fixtures, the bathroom was like having a personal spa in your room.


  And the shower was more than big enough for two.


  Sam set Carla down and turned on the shower, waiting until steam was spilling under the glass door before he got in, tugging her after him. “Let me,” he said when she would have reached for the soap.


  She closed her eyes and tilted her head back under the spray as he lathered up his hands. He ran them over her back and shoulders, not bothering to stifle his deep groan at the feel of her wet and slippery under his hands.


  He reached for the shampoo, careful not to get shot in the face by one of the nozzles mounted on all four walls of the shower. As he took a closer look, he realized that some of them were positioned just so as to make for some very interesting possibilities.


  As he lathered up Carla's hair, he felt his cock thicken at the thought, and though he wouldn't have thought it possible only minutes after he'd come so hard he'd nearly blacked out, within seconds he was back, full strength, his cock bucking and straining at Carla's wet, slippery ass positioned only a few inches from him as she rinsed her hair.


  He wasn't the only one surprised. Carla gasped as she caught sight of him. “You've got to be kidding me. You can't be ready again that soon,” she said, seemingly unable to tear her stare away from his cock, now hard enough to make you believe it hadn't had release in weeks, much less ten minutes ago.


  “I'm usually not,” he said, pulling her close so he could slide against the slick skin of her stomach. “But I shouldn't be surprised. It was always different with you than it was with anyone else.”


  He felt her stiffen, knew she thought he was feeding her a line. He bit back his frustration and stifled the impulse to ask her what exactly he had to say or do to convince her that he wasn't full of shit. That despite what she thought, he'd only lied to her once in his life.


  He knew instinctively words wouldn't work, not tonight anyway. Tonight there was nothing to do but show her in the only way she'd accept from him, just how much he wanted her, needed her, admired her.


  Loved her.


  Wrapping his arms around her, he lifted her off her feet and covered her mouth with his. Pressing her up against the shower wall, he urged her to wrap her legs around his waist, groaning deep as his cock brushed against the soft curve of her ass. With the hot water cascading over them, the steam swirling and clouding around them, it was like they were in their own secret world.


  A private place were nothing mattered but the feel and taste of Carla's tongue against his, the lush press of her tits, her nipples pebbled hard against his chest, the firm curves of her ass filling his hands as he held her there.


  Never releasing her mouth, he shifted, hooking his elbows under her knees. Another slight adjustment, and his cock was there, probing the entrance of her pussy as she whimpered and sucked his tongue into her mouth.


  His breath stuck in his chest at the feel of her, so hot and tight. He looked down and in the candlelight, he could see the head of his cock disappearing inside of her, the way her body stretched to accommodate his size.


  He meant to go slow, take his time, take it easy on her. But one thrust had him buried so deep he could feel the press of her ass against his balls as she moaned and squirmed against him. He forced himself to hold still, taking her mouth in slow, deep kisses as he held himself inside her, thrusting slow and deep with his tongue the way he was dying to with his cock.


  Soon Carla was arching her head back, her fingers digging into his shoulders as she tried to ride the cock pinning her so firmly to the wall. “Sam, please. I need you to fuck me.”


  “Not as bad as I need to fuck you,” Sam gasped. Gripping her hips, he rocked in, out, groaning at the weight of her body helped him go even deeper than he had before, until every millimeter of his cock was in the snug grip of her pussy. “So hot, tight,” he murmured mindlessly. “Nothing has ever felt this good. No one will ever make me feel as good as you.”


  “Sam, Sam,” she chanted, and he swung his hips in rhythm with her cries, struggling to hold back. He'd always known it would be good with Carla, but he'd never been in a pussy so wet, so tight, so slick around him as he drove inside. Even better, unbelievably, than the first time.


  It was like he couldn't get close enough, get deep enough inside of her. And she was right there with him, clawing his shoulders, crying his name, begging him for deeper, harder, faster, more.


  He gave it to her, relentless as he pounded into her. Suddenly she stiffened and gave a high, frantic cry, and Sam knew she was close. He gave one last hard thrust, rotating his hips at the end, twisting his cock high inside as he ground against her pubic bone from the front.


  Her pussy contracted around him, squeezing, milking him to his own pleasure. His balls pulled tight and he was just about to let go when he realized in a flash why this all felt so fucking good, so much better than anything ever had before.


  No condom.


  He lifted her off him, barely managed to pull free as the first pulse hit him. He shot all over her stomach, struggling to stand on legs that shook with the force of his orgasm. When it was over, he loosened his hold on her hips, let her slide down his body as he leaned in the wall for support.


  “Jesus,” he said into her hair as the now cool shower spray washed over them. “I'm sorry about that.”


  “Sorry? What the hell for?” Carla asked. “Believe me, there was nothing about that to be sorry for.”


  “I forgot the condom,” Sam said.


  “Oh,” Carla said. “I guess I didn't notice.”


  “Well one of us should have,” Sam said a little indignant. He pulled away, turned off the water and stepped out of the shower.


  He grabbed a towel, patted himself dry and wrapped it around his waist. How often, he wondered with a burst of something that felt an awful lot like jealousy, had Carla trusted another man with that kind of intimacy. In that minute he wanted names and addresses. He wanted to hunt down every last one of them, wipe them away until he was positive he was the only man on earth who had ever felt the slick, tight, glory of Carla's pussy coming around his unsheathed cock.


  “'I'm sorry,” Carla said. She snatched up a towel and started drying herself in quick irritated strokes. “I've never forgotten one before. I guess I just got kind of...carried away.” She wrapped the towel around her, sarong style, and moved over to the marble vanity.


  Irrationally relieved, Sam walked behind where she was finger combing her hair in the mirror and dropped a kiss to her shoulder. “Me too. I've never forgotten a condom before in my life.”


  He watched in the mirror as Carla cocked an eyebrow. “Really? Never?”


  Sam shook his head. “I might have been careless about lots of things, but I enjoy sex way too much to risk fucking up my junk,” he said, satisfied when Carla couldn't hold back her laughter. “Or worse, run the risk of knocking some one up.”


  He pressed another kiss to the side of her neck. “Anyway, I don't want you to worry about anything. Along with always using a raincoat, I've gotten a full system check every year since I joined the Army and my last physical was six months ago.” He watched as she did the math, and saw the moment she remembered he'd admitted to being ten months celibate.


  “Well,” she said as she tucked the towel tighter around her, “thank God you had the presence of mind to pull out. Can you imagine if I'd gotten...” she trailed off as if unable to utter the word. “Can you imagine what a disaster that would have been?”


  “Yeah, a disaster,” Sam said, trying to infusing his voice with fake relief. Frankly, his mind was full of images that were anything but disastrous. A typical guy, he'd politely acknowledged his friends' offspring but he was never one to gush and coo over a baby, for Christ's sake.


  But it was scary how easy it was to imagine a baby, he thought. Not just a baby, but his and Carla's baby. Part of him and part of her pulled together into a chubby little being with a mop of dark curls that she would cradle to her breast.


  Connecting them together forever, no matter what.


  He met her eyes in the mirror, and he thought he saw something in the candlelight, a soft dreaminess, and for a split second he wondered if maybe her thoughts were wandering in the same direction as his.


  Then it was gone, leaving nothing but relief at the knowledge that she'd just dodged what could have been a very complicated bullet.


  Sam backed away, inwardly shaking his head as he marveled at his own insanity. Like tying her to him with a baby would somehow lead them to happily ever after. He'd seen enough of his friends go through that on both sides to know that shit never worked.


  As he padded down the hallway, he accepted that if he wanted to win Carla, he'd have to do it by continuing to chip away at her defenses and continue to prove that he wasn't the same weak-willed man child who'd hurt her in the past. Only when she believed that would she really open up and give him another chance.


  In the meantime, he thought as she walked in the room all smooth bare skin covered by nothing but a towel, he'd use every weapon in his arsenal to get her to come around.


  Under his towel, his cock twitched as though expressing interest in the thought. He followed her into the kitchen and started to reach for her. As she reached for a loaf of bread and some more cold cuts he thought better of it.


  They had a long night ahead of them, and Carla was definitely going to need her strength.


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  After their snack, they radioed Chris again to let him know they were okay and had made it through the worst of the storm. Carla risked cracking open the sliding glass doors that led out to the beach.


  The normally turquoise waters were choppy and gray, and rain still fell in a heavy patter, but the deadly wind had lessened significantly. Carla, who had once again donned her robe, stepped out onto the wet sand, noting the branches and other debris that littered the normally pristine sugar sand beach.


  Her stomach went tight as she thought about the rest of the resort. How bad was it? Sam had said there was some flooding in the fitness center and roof damage to the main buildings. How much damage had the second half of the storm done?


  She didn't hear Sam walk up beside her, but even in the rain she could feel his warmth, smell the rich masculine scent of him over the salt of the sea. “I hope we don't have to close for long,” Carla said, her brain already kicking into gear, running the numbers, calculating the losses if they had to close for more than a few weeks.


  “No use worrying until we know how bad it is,” Sam said, and Carla was oddly gratified that he didn't try to placate her with meaningless assurances. “Let's go back inside. You're getting soaked out here.”


  Carla didn't move, her eyes locked on the beach. “Maybe we should take a walk, assess the damage,” she said.


  Sam moved behind her and put his big hands on her shoulders and kneaded at the tension already forming there. “There's plenty of time for that. It's still raining and getting close to sunset,” he said. “After twenty minutes, half an hour tops, we won't be able to see anything.”


  There was no hint of sun through the thick cloud cover, but a glance at her watch told Carla he was right. Though her mind was spinning with anxiety she knew wouldn't be allayed until she knew exactly what they were facing, she felt a guilty tremor of relief as she let Sam guide her back inside.


  Because she knew that as soon as they got back to business, this thing with Sam had to end. But until that time came, she was free and clear to indulge in every sensual pleasure his body offered. Free to pretend that he meant everything he said in the heat of the moment as he fucked her deep and hard.


  To even let herself go so far as to imagine what might have been had Sam not pulled out at the last minute. To imagine that maybe it wouldn't have been such a catastrophe after all.


  She could do all of this because this situation was so ridiculous, so impossible, it could hardly be counted as real. As long as they were stuck in this villa, it was like they were in their own world, a time out of time, a place that couldn't exist in her normal universe.


  With that in mind, Carla sat back on the couch and accepted the glass of wine Sam had poured, shoved away all thoughts of the harsh reality awaiting her, and determined to enjoy the hell out of every last second of their not so forced proximity.


  Momentarily sated, Sam pulled her to his side as he sipped his wine. Carla was relieved that he seemed content not to delve too deeply into their past or try to convince her that she shouldn't judge him by the person he used to be.


  Though some of the changes were obvious―his work in the army and success after retiring were testament to that. But that aside, it was impossible to believe Sam had changed that much on the inside, that the insatiable player suddenly strove to be an upstanding family man with two point five kids and a house in the suburbs.


  Impossible to believe that he'd spent one single second pining after her, lamenting Carla as the girl that got away.


  But if Sam wanted to play it that way, she thought, practically purring as his fingers combed softly through her hair, Carla would indulge in the fantasy for just a little longer.


  And she would also pointedly ignore the tiny, hidden corner of her heart that desperately wished to believe him.


  For the rest of the evening, Sam stayed clear of touchy subjects, instead asking her about her brother and mother back in Vegas. He then regaled her with stories of some of his wilder exploits in the army. Carla found herself alternately in hysterics at some of the pranks he and his buddies had pulled on each other, and horrified at the level of danger he'd been in.


  “It's part of the job,” Sam said, echoing his earlier sentiments when Carla expressed her shocked sympathy as Sam relayed how one of his best friends had been blown up in front of him.


  Carla shook her head. “That's what I say when my chef complains about having to cater to every single whacked out diet plan under the sun. When the vegan raw foodist acidentally gets a smear of butter on her plate, there's just a lot of screaming. Nobody gets blown up.”


  Sam's eyebrows pulled together as he looked down at her. “Vegan raw whatist? What the hell does that even mean?”


  A laugh bubbled out of her throat at his obvious confusion. “It's someone who not only consumes only plant based foods, nothing can be cooked above one hundred four degrees because it kills all the living enzymes and nutrients in the foods.”


  “You deal with a lot of whack jobs around here.”


  She snuggled closer to him, sleepy from the wine, and suddenly acutely aware that he was totally naked under his towel. “Yeah, well you better get used to it if you plan on sticking around here.”


  “Hell yeah, I plan on it,” Sam said, his voice pitching low like it did when he was turned on.


  Carla tried not to think about how she was going to deal with that, having him so close, yet knowing that letting their sexual relationship continue outside these four walls could only lead to disaster.


  She let Sam take her glass and set it next to his on the low table, tipped her face up to meet his lips, and didn't resist as he scooped her up into his arms to carry her back to the bedroom.


  ###


  Carla woke the next morning and was immediately aware of Sam's warm, muscular body tucked snugly behind hers. She'd fallen asleep this way, her back pressed tight against his chest, his arm firmly around her waist as though he was afraid she'd try to escape.


  God, this was good. Dangerously so. Yes, the sex with Sam was amazing, orders of magnitude beyond anything she'd ever experienced.


  But this...his warm skin pressed against hers, the way his big body curled around her as though he was protecting her even in sleep... She had a flash of waking up like this every morning, rolling over in his arms to meet his sleepy blue gaze full of love and desire...


  She nipped the fantasy in the bud, knowing in her gut he might feel one out of two of those emotions, and it sure as hell wasn't love.


  Despite her acceptance of reality, she felt the sting of tears behind her eyelids. She closed her eyes, tucked herself even more securely into his embrace and allowed herself a single moment to wish that things could somehow be different.


  She knew the moment he came awake, could feel it in the slight shift of his breathing and the tension in the arm around her waist. She sighed as Sam's fingers flexed against her stomach in a soft caress, felt a rush of heat as Sam shifted against her so his cock brushed against the curve of her ass.


  “Good morning,” he murmured, and her breath hitched at the feel of his mouth, open and hot against the skin of her shoulder.


  His hand shifted up to cover one breast, and she gave a soft moan as he circled and pinched her nipples. Everything about him turned her on, from the big hand on her breasts to the heat of his mouth against her shoulder and neck, his hair-roughened thighs brushing against hers as he slid one leg between hers.


  Her pussy was already drenched by the time his hand slid from her breasts to press against her sex. He parted her lips, slid his fingers on either side of her clit, up and down in a teasing caress.


  “God I love how wet you get for me,” he murmured, sliding his fingers lower, drawing another rush of moisture from her as she arched her ass against the heat of his throbbing cock.


  “Please, Sam,” she said, her body so tight with desire she was afraid she was going to snap any second. She tried to turn to face him but he held her still.


  “No, stay just like this.”


  She turned her face in the pillow, a shudder of anticipation rippling through her as she heard the soft ripping sound, felt the brush of his hand against her ass as he rolled on a condom. He reached down, and she raised her top knee at his urging as she arched her back to receive him.


  Though she was so wet the skin of her inner thighs was slick, she let out a sharp whimper as the thick head of his cock pressed inside.


  He held himself there, no more than a couple inches inside. “You're sore, aren't you, baby?” he asked as he rained soft, soothing kisses along her shoulders.


  “A little,” she whispered. “I'm not used to...” She lost her train of thought as his fingers stroked over her clit. Despite the discomfort she felt her body clench tight around him, like it was trying to pull him deeper.


  “You're not used to having someone fuck you all day and all night?” he said with a teasing flick of his tongue against her earlobe.


  She let out a soft, helpless laugh. “Something like that.” Her laugh melted into a moan as his fingers continued to lavish attention on her clit.


  “Then I'll just have to make it my goal,” he said, rocking himself a little bit deeper as he gave her neck a love bite that sent a jolt of heat straight to her pussy, “to make sure that getting fucked long and hard, over and over again, becomes part of your regular routine.”


  Carla moaned and arched herself more firmly against him, trying to take him deeper even as her body stung at the thick invasion. Her heart thudded faster in her chest as she wondered what it would be like, to have him fuck her like this every day, every night.


  She had serious doubts she'd be able to survive it.


  “For now, we'll take it nice”―a soft grunt escaped his throat as he rocked even deeper―“and slow.”


  Finally, he was buried to the hilt, so deep she could feel the press of his balls against the curve of her ass. Carla felt stretched tight, dancing on the knife's edge of pleasure and pain as he held himself within her slick grip.


  Sam didn't move just held himself deep inside, as his fingers between her legs pulled the knot of desire tighter. His harsh breath against her neck and the thudding of his heart against her back were the only signs that he wasn't in complete control of himself.


  “Christ, your pussy feel so good,” he panted. “Every time I do this”―he took her clit gently between his thumb and forefinger and gave it a gentle pull, almost like he was milking her―“your pussy clenches around my cock, almost like it's trying to suck me deeper.”


  Carla gave a harsh moan as her body did exactly that, tightening around him until he felt impossibly big. He pulled at her again, and this time it was too much. Any awareness of discomfort disappeared on a shudder of need and she needed nothing more in that moment than the slick thrust and drag of him moving inside her.


  She rocked her hips back on him and reached back to grip his ass to urge him on. Sam, as always, knew exactly what she needed. Rolling her fully to her stomach, he urged her onto her elbows, knees spread wide and tucked under her as he knelt behind her.


  As he slid himself slowly, deeply back inside, she heard him whisper something she couldn't quite make out, but she thought maybe it was “beautiful.”


  And then she didn't care because he was moving, thrusting heavily in and out as she stifled her moans against the pillow. She felt her body tightening, rippling around him as her orgasm loomed closer and closer. Sam's hand reached down and around, found her clit with his long, strong fingers. One stroke sent her flying over the edge, her body shaking with the force of it.


  “God I love feeling you come around my cock,” Sam panted, as he stroked her through the last ripple.


  Then his hips were pumping, fast and hard. The sound of his hips slapping against her ass, his harsh groans filled the room. He held her hips in a tight grip as his body stiffened, and they both collapsed, panting to the mattress.


  Carla lay there in his arms, listening to his breathing quiet and his heartbeat slow as his hand stroked lazily up and down her back, in no hurry to leave the bed.


  But eventually Sam got up, used the bathroom, then left her with a quick kiss on her cheek and padded out to the kitchen.


  Carla pulled on her robe and followed. When she got out to the main room, she saw Sam's broad back and shoulders silhouetted against a window. He'd thrown open the storm shudders on the front of the villa, allowing buttery morning sunlight to stream in.


  “Looks like it's over.”


  Carla opened her mouth to agree, but the words got stuck in her throat as a stab of pain hit her, so sharp it stole her breath and made her knees shake. The storm was indeed over.


  And now, so were they.


  ###


  By that afternoon, Holley Cay was already bustling with activity. With the weather all clear, most of the staff returned to get to work on the cleanup as Carla, Sam, and Chris, who had come from the sister resort on his cabin cruiser, assessed the damage left by the storm.


  “It will take a few days to get electricity back on line,” Carla said as she read through the detailed notes she'd taken as they walked the property. They were seated around a table on the main restaurant's patio, taking advantage of the sunlight before they were relegated to reading by candlelight. “Contractors won't be able to make much progress until that happens.”


  “We can use that time to get estimates and get the insurance paperwork together,” Sam said.


  “Right,” Carla said with a brief smile and a nod in his direction, not quite meeting his eyes in the process.


  Under the table, Sam's hands gripped the seat of his chair. He was afraid if he let go he'd leap out of his seat, grab Carla's chin and force her to fucking look at him for the first time since they'd left the little villa that morning.


  “Sam, I didn't realize you'd gotten interested in the operations side,” Chris said. Though his smile was friendly enough, Sam didn't miss the way Chris’s gaze darted suspiciously between Carla and himself. “Something told me the two of you would make a good team.”


  Carla's hand froze in the middle of the note she was making. Her gaze lifted from the paper and she leveled a hard stare at him.


  Sam couldn't resist the opportunity to taunt her. “Oh, you wouldn't believe how well we worked together in the last twenty-four hours. You could even say we found a great balance of give and take, a perfect rhythm, if you will.” As he spoke, he brought one hand to the table top, idly stroking the smooth wooden surface with slow circles of his fingers.


  He felt a jolt of satisfaction as Carla's eyes locked on his hand He smiled at the telltale blush rising in her cheeks, the slight softening in her mouth and the way her eyelids drooped just a little as the memories flooded her as surely as they flooded him.


  Sam knew that despite the fact she'd closed herself off so completely the second they stepped outside the villa that she might as well be wearing a full suit of armor, there was no way Carla had been able to shut off the obvious passion she felt for him as completely as she wanted him to think.


  And now, thank God, he had his proof. Now all he had to do was find that chink in her armor and crack it wide open once and for all.


  When Chris excused himself to make a phone call, Carla stood abruptly and said, “I should go check on their progress in the kitchen,” and hurried off.


  Sam followed, stopping just inches behind Carla's stiff back which was clad in a t-shirt she'd retrieved from her place. “Looks like everything is still fine here,” Sam said over her shoulder. Earlier, the kitchen staff had cleared out and inventoried the cost of the spoiled food, and they were in the process of making the list of goods that would need to be restocked.


  Carla turned, that bright, fixed smile Sam had come to so detest his first week stretched tightly across her face. “You know Sam, I've been so grateful for your help―”


  He took a step closer, forcing her to back farther into the corner outside the kitchen door. “Don't tell me that's all you're grateful for, baby.”


  The smile disappeared in a tight line. “With Chris here to help me with everything, there's no reason for you to be involved. You've had a rough couple of days―”


  “And nights,” Sam said, repeating the step retreat routine. He knew he sounded like some cheesy soap opera lothario, but he couldn't help himself. It was too much fun watching Carla's cheeks light up with color, her dark eyes narrowing and snapping with life.


  “I need some space Sam,” she said, dropping all pretense of politeness. “It will be a lot easier for me to get this done without you breathing down my neck. So why don't you go rest up or something and Chris will tell you when we need you.”


  Sam bit back an angry retort and tried not to take offense. Carla was wary of him, and with good reason. He couldn't expect her to open up and give in, no matter how mindblowingly good they'd been together. “It's not my style to sit around with my thumb up my ass doing nothing when there's work to be done. Besides, the employee dorm was one of the buildings that was hardest hit. If I want to rest at all in the next few weeks, I'm going to have to find another space to stay.”


  Carla jumped as the kitchen door swung open and she gave a brief smile and nod over his shoulder to whoever it was. She turned her focus back to him. “I'm sure we'll be able to find a guest room that will work. Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to find out where we are on gathering the belongings of the guests who were forced to evacuate.”


  When she would have brushed by, Sam caught her by the arm and gently, but firmly, pushed her back into the corner. Bracing his hands on either side of her head, he leaned in close and said, “I was figuring I could just come stay with you.”


  The kitchen door swung open again. Carla planted her hands against his chest and tried to shove him aside. “Will you please stop?” she hissed out between clenched teeth. “These people work for me, Sam. I can't have them seeing us like this.”


  “Would it really be the end of the world if people knew we were involved?” Sam said back, not bothering to soften his voice.


  “Shut up!” she whispered harshly. She looked over his shoulder to see if anyone was listening. Satisfied they were alone for the moment, she locked on him with a calm, steady stare. “Listen, I didn't want to be so harsh about this, but since you're not taking a hint I guess I have to be. There is nothing between us Sam. We are not involved. We are not lovers. We are not anything but coworkers.”


  Even though Sam had been fully expecting something like this from her, it didn't mean the words didn't sting. Hell, they would have been devastating if he thought they were true. Still he couldn't resist firing his own salvo. “It sure as hell didn't feel like nothing when you were coming so hard around my cock it felt like it was trapped in a vice.”


  “Will you please keep your voice down?” she said with another thump to his chest. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, gathering her composure. She opened her eyes, and this time they held no anger, no heat, nothing but pure determination. “I won't deny there's a certain... attraction between us. And I won't deny that what happened between us satisfied my curiosity once and for all about what it might be like to have actual intercourse with you.”


  Sam couldn't hold back a chuckle at the clinical way she described the bed shaking, gut wrenching screaming pleasure they'd shared.


  “And it was, good, great even,” she said in a rush. “But bottom line, we were two people stuck in a storm, with nothing better to do than each other. As meaningless as scratching an itch.” She tilted her chin up and drew herself to her full height, her gaze all business as it met his. “And now that the itch has been scratched, it's over. Are we clear?”


  “Crystal,” Sam bit out, and moved aside so she could pass.


  He shook his head, his gaze narrowing on the swing of her world class ass covered by her khaki shorts as she stalked away. Inside he felt the familiar burn he used to get when he was gearing up for a mission. The adrenaline rush accompanied by a sense of almost otherworldly calm as his plan of attack came together in his head.


  Carla didn't know it, but she'd just laid down a gauntlet in front of a man who never walked away from a dare. From a man determined to win this, the battle for her heart. The battle of his life.


  He didn't even realize he was grinning in anticipation until he heard Chris say, “I don't know what the fuck you're smiling about. We've got at least a million in repairs and we’ll lose half that in revenue while we're closed. I hope to hell Carla's up to dealing with it.”


  “She's up to it,” Sam assured him. When it came to managing the business, getting the repairs completed on time for the high season and on or under budget, there was no doubt Carla would get it done.


  But when it came to denying what she had with Sam? The poor woman had no idea who she was messing with.


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  By the time Carla returned to her place she was exhausted. Physically from the hours spent poring over the damage to Holley Cay. But mostly emotionally, some from having to face the reality of the damage the storm had inflicted, but mostly from that conversation with Sam.


  It had taken every bit of resolve to look him in the eye and tell him that what they had, what they had shared was nothing. That he was nothing. To not give into temptation and throw herself into his arms, knowing he would welcome her there.


  But for how long? How long before he gets bored and wants to move on? He might be a little gentler about it this time around but it’s guaranteed to hurt even more. It was that thought alone that forced the words from her mouth that would tell him in no uncertain terms that there was no way what had started during the storm could continue.


  The confrontation had left her drained, feeling like a deflated balloon, and she'd wandered through the rest of the day in a haze of anxiety as she and Chris prioritized which repairs to attack first.


  Chris had gone back to the other resort about an hour ago. Even though it was just after 8 pm, all Carla wanted was a hot shower and to collapse into bed and sleep. The flashlight in her right hand illuminated her way down the hallway to her bedroom. She kicked off her shoes and started over to the bookshelf to grab a hurricane lamp and matches when the edge of her flashlight beam caught on a dark, hulking form in the armchair across from her bed.


  Carla jumped and fumbled with the flashlight at the sound of a match striking. Then the room was lit by the mellow glow of another hurricane lamp, revealing the presence waiting for her in the corner.


  Though her heart was beating about a thousand miles an hour, she wasn't completely surprised to see Sam sitting in the chair, one foot resting on the opposite knee as he sat back in the chair as though he didn't have a care in the world.


  As though he hadn't been waiting in the dark for God knew how long to ambush her.


  Fear quickly morphed to anger. “What the hell do you think you're doing? You scared the hell out of me.”


  “After our little conversation I figured if I wanted to see you I'd have to take matters into my own hands.”


  The lamplight illuminated Sam's face and she saw that it was in complete juxtaposition to his body's relaxed posture. His brows were pulled low over his eyes, his jaw granite hard. And now that she got a closer look at his shoulders bunched under the fabric of his dark t-shirt, she could almost see the waves of anger emanating off of him.


  He pushed out of the chair, took a menacing step forward, the hurricane lamp in one hand.


  Carla reflexively took a step back. “What do you want Sam?”


  “You know exactly what I want. You think you can convince me what we did didn't mean a damn thing, that you don't want to do this anymore, but we both know that's not true, don't we?


  She backed up another step. A few more and her knees would hit the back of her four poster bed.


  Right where he wanted her.


  She swallowed hard as he set the lamp on her dresser, felt a rush of blood to her cheeks as his eyes skimmed over her with a predatory heat.


  “It's okay,” he said. He tossed something on the bed behind her and yanked her to him. Though her body was tense, she didn't try to push him away. “You don't have to say it out loud if you don't want to.” He bent his head but instead of covering her mouth with his, he opened his mouth over the spot where her pulse was thrumming double time, flicking it with his tongue, softly nipping it with his teeth.


  Though every shred of common sense screamed at her to shove him away, she was frozen in his hold, helpless against her body's swift, intense response to his touch. The light scrape of his teeth sent a rush of wet heat between her legs, pulled her nipples so tight and sensitive her satin bra might as well have been made of sandpaper.


  “Your heart is beating so fast,” he whispered against her throat as he covered her left breast with his hand so he could feel the steady throb. “Your nipples are already hard.” He stroked one with his thumb through the fabric of her dress and she whimpered as the touch went straight to her core.


  He slid his hand down between her legs. Her legs trembled as he cupped her sex, pressing against her with the heel of his hand.


  He groaned when her wetness soaked through the double layers of fabric covering her. “You're so wet already and I've barely even touched you. How can you try to act like you don't want this?”


  She didn't say anything, but a shudder rippled through her as he ground the heel of his hand against her. Once, twice. Carla moaned, her fingers digging into his shoulder for balance as her muscles went taut, on the verge of coming against his hand.


  “Oh no, not yet,” Sam muttered and withdrew his hand. Before she could react he'd whisked her shirt over her head and popped the button on her shorts before shoving them to her ankles. He took a moment to admire her, and she felt her breasts swell against the the satin cups of her bra.


  “Take them off.”


  She felt a spurt of defiance at his domineering tone. She narrowed her eyes and threw her shoulders back. “You want me naked you can do it yourself.”


  “My pleasure.” Sam stepped closer. Carla kept her eyes locked on the center of his chest as he reached around to unhook her bra, her breath frozen in her chest, her heart hammering against her ribs as every cell sizzled with anticipation.


  One strap, then two, slid down her shoulders and caught on her elbows. She knew she should try to stop him, but something inside her, something wild, knew she'd pushed him.


  And God help her but she wanted to see how far he would go. As much as she knew she was treading in dangerous waters, she wanted to experience this. Wanted to see him pushed to the brink and know it was because of her. Wanted to experience this side of Sam before she let him go.


  He brought his hands up to cover her, and their groans mingled as her warm, heavy breasts filled his hands. He bent his head to lick and tease her nipples, making her sigh and moan as the deep pulls sent sharp pleasure straight to her core. He sank to his knees as his mouth traveled down, hot and open against her belly, stopping when it hit the waistband of her panties.


  Carla's fingers threaded through his hair as he hooked his thumbs in the elastic over her hips and slid the panties down her legs. His hands slid around to cup her ass and pull her close, but instead of burying his tongue in the lush folds of her pussy, like she wanted, he pressed a hard kiss right above the little patch of black curls at the top of her mound.


  “Lay back,” he said as he stood, pushing her back as he did until her knees hit the back of the bed.


  She licked her lips and felt a nervous tightening in her stomach. Was she really going to let him do this?


  Then the nervousness was gone, chased away by another charge of defiance. If Sam thought he could charge in here and take over, he had another think coming. He might be ready to hit her with everything he had, but Carla was going to give as good as she got, and no way was she admitting defeat.


  Her common sense tried to make one last stand, screaming at her that she was crazy, that she should get off this bed immediately, get dressed and kick Sam's ass out of here.


  But one look at Sam, looming over the foot of her bed like some kind of beast about to claim his mate, chased it away.


  Part of her―the part that wasn't soaking wet with need and aching have him bury his cock inside her―was a little scared. Okay, a lot scared. Sam was angry, maybe even a little hurt by what she’d said and now he wanted to exact his revenge.


  


  But instinctively, she knew Sam wasn't capable of hurting her―not physically anyway. As for the other...she'd managed to keep her heart locked away from him up until now, hadn't she?


  Hadn't she?


  Even if the answer was no, her body had taken over, and right now it was telling her in no uncertain terms that whatever Sam had planned for her, it was worth the risk.


  Carla pushed herself to the middle of the bed and propped herself up on her elbows. She planted one foot flat on the bedspread and bent her knee slightly. His eyes moved over her like a blue flame, leaving prickles of heat in their wake.


  He toed off his shoes but didn't take off any other clothing. He crawled up over her, the fabric of his shirt abrading the hard tips of her breasts, his pants making a rustling sound as they blushed over her legs.


  There was something a little dirty about being naked while he still had his clothes on, she thought as he slid his hand up the underside of her arm, flattening it to the mattress as he twined his fingers with hers. One muscled thigh parted her knees and she couldn't stop herself from rolling her hips to rub her pussy against the hardness. But it was a poor substitute for what she really wanted, which was throbbing insistently against her belly, straining against the fly of his pants.


  His breath caught as she leaned up to kiss the hollow of his throat, bared by the open collar of his shirt. “This can only be for tonight,” she whispered, as much to herself as to him. “After tonight, we have to be over.”


  “We'll see,” he said, his voice strained.


  Carla felt him tug on her arm and a strange ripping sound. Her eyes flew open and she realized Sam had secured her right wrist to the top right post of her four poster bed. Before she had time to react, Sam had her left wrist in his grip.


  Her gaze locked on the set of bindings dangling from his free hand.


  “What are those?” she asked stupidly, unable to keep the nervous tremor out of her voice as her eyes met his. In his eyes she could see the calculated glint under the blunt desire.


  She tugged at her wrist, but the cuff held tight on both ends.


  “You know damned well what they are.”


  Her stomach did a little flip as she wondered when Sam had come across the array of “pleasure packs” Holley Cay provided, upon request, to the more adventurous guests.


  Considering everything else that was available, Carla thought with a little shiver, she wondered if the restraints were the only thing Sam had availed himself of.


  “And you know exactly what I thought when I saw them.”


  Her nostrils flared and she tried to yank her free wrist from his grip as he pulled it up toward the opposite bed post. As fit as she was, it was pathetically easy for him to pin her wrist to secure the other cuff.


  “Oh really? What's that?” she snapped and tried to summon a withering look as she rocked her hips up, hard this time as she tried to buck him off.


  “I was thinking about how fun it would be for me to tie you to the bed and fuck you all night. Just like you're thinking now.”


  “I've never wanted to be tied up.” she said, her voice breathless.


  “Liar.” He breathed hard as he struggled to get her legs secure. She flailed her legs, felt a burst of satisfaction when she heard him grunt in pain after her foot connected with his stomach. Still, within seconds, she was securely bound, spread-eagled and naked on the bed.


  Helpless.


  Sam pushed off the bed, ignoring her demands to be set free. “If you don't let me go I'll scream so loud someone will hear me.”


  “Go ahead,” Sam said with a smirk as he yanked off his shirt and shoved his pants and boxers down his legs. “Whoever comes will find you tied naked to the bed with your director of security. I know Holley Cay has a reputation for hedonism but that might even be too much for the board of directors if it gets back to them.”


  He was right, damn it, but even as furious as the knowledge made her it couldn't distract her from the sheer masculine beauty of his body. The rippling chest and abs, the scars that saved him from being too perfect and reminded her, in spite of herself, that he was no longer the charming bad boy of her youth, but a mature, brave man, a warrior capable of protecting those who mattered.


  As he'd protected her, during the storm and after.


  She shoved the thought away. This was about sex, pure and simple, getting it out of their systems once and for all. If he needed to have his little power play to do it, she'd play along.


  And, as she watched him take the thick length of his cock in his hand, stroking up and down as his greedy gaze drank her in, she was going to have a damn good time doing it.


  “What are you going to do now?” she asked, trying to sound coy, trying to keep it light.


  Sam's blue eyes narrowing on her face and the faint air of menace as he rested one knee on the bed told her he wasn't in any mood for light.


  She dragged her eyes from his, only to have them snag on the sight of his huge hand wrapped around his equally huge cock, the veins throbbing along their length, the plump, plum shaped head that swelled with every stroke up and down.


  “I'm going to fuck you Carla. I'm going to fuck you so good you won't even know your own name. I'm going to fuck you until you scream with pleasure, until you're ready to admit how good it is between us. Until you admit we deserve another chance.”


  “It will never happen,” she said, even as unease rippled through her and she wondered if she'd have the strength to resist.


  “We’ll see.”


  “We'll see,” she said, her mouth dry as she echoed his response. She relaxed her limbs against the pull of the restraints as he stayed where he was, kneeling between her legs, stroking his cock, up, down, in a hypnotic rhythm that created an echoing pulse between her thighs. “What are you waiting for? Fuck me already.”


  Sam released his cock, an evil smile pulled at his lips as he came down over her, his hands resting on either side of his head. He bent his head close enough that she could feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek. “Oh, no, sweetheart. Not until you're good and ready for me.”


  She shifted on the sheets, wanted to tell him that she was plenty ready, and had been practically since the second she realized he'd been waiting for her. But she'd rather die than admit that.


  He kissed her, and to her shock it didn't betray any of the aggression she could feel simmering under his surface. Instead his mouth took hers in soft sucks of his lips, sweet, slow thrusts of his tongue. Making her chase his tongue with her own, making her crave more with every caress.


  Oh, God, he was good. He kissed her for what seemed like hours, until she was arching off the bed, trying to rub her nipples against his chest, her legs and arms pulling against the restraints in their need to wrap around him, pull him close so she could find some relief in the feel of his skin against hers.


  Yet he kept his body bent so it was just out of reach, his hands seemingly glued to the mattress as he touched her only with his mouth on hers. Driving her insane until she could feel her pulse beat everywhere, the tips of her fingers, her toes, in the tight peaks of her nipples. And most of all, her pussy which was throbbing with a need so sharp it verged on pain as she ran hot and wet in anticipation.


  Finally, he moved his hands to cover her breasts, his cupping and caressing. As his mouth trailed down her neck and chest, his thumbs traced her nipples in ever shrinking circles. She held her breath as he got closer, closer...


  Then he stopped short of brushing the hard swollen peak that was begging for his touch. He repeated the process with his tongue, and Carla whimpered as she arched off the mattress, silently begging him to lick her, suck her like she needed.


  But he was relentless, teasing first one, then the other breast with those almost but not quite there caresses that had her panting and straining at the ties that held her fast.


  His mouth continued its torture as his hand skimmed down her belly. Her muscles tightened in anticipation, even though she feared she wasn't going to find relief any time soon.


  And she was right. As with her breasts, his fingers tormented her, combing through the small patch of curls at the top of her mound, stroking her inner thighs, sliding along her smooth outer lips but despite the nearly frantic thrusts of her hips never delving inside where she really needed him.


  “Please, Sam,” she said, her humiliation at begging not strong enough to keep her from doing it. “Please, I need you to touch me...” Her pleas ended on a groan as his mouth slid down her stomach. He bent his head between her legs and his tongue flicked out to taste the skin of her inner thigh. He lifted his mouth higher, and Carla thought she was finally going to get some relief. Frustrated tears pricked her eyes as she felt nothing but the whisper of Sam's breath over the throbbing but of her clit.


  Still, she yearned closer, convinced that even a stronger puff of air would push her mercifully off the tightrope. “God, Sam, please, please, please,” she said almost frantically. “Please stop teasing me.”


  “Tell me,” he said, his voice tight as he ignored her and pushed himself back up her body so his face was again level with hers, the thick length of his cock throbbing torturously against her belly. “When was the last time a man made you so hot you were begging for it? When was the last time you needed to be touched, to be fucked so bad you'd do practically anything for it?”


  Her head thrashed against the pillows. “Never,” she said mindlessly, unable to keep the words from spilling out. “Never with anyone but you. You're the only one who makes me crazy like this―”


  Her words broke off as his mouth covered hers, and this time there was no gentleness as his lips sucked greedily at hers and his tongue thrust in to tangle with hers. He pulled back, and in her daze she saw his hands moving in the candlelight.


  The sound of foil ripping was like a miracle. Within seconds he covered himself and was kneeling between her legs, his hands cupping her ass as he lifted her off the bed to receive him.


  She cried out as the thick head of his cock parted her and he entered her with one swift, merciless thrust. She came before he was even halfway inside, her body shaking and jerking against the restraint as her pussy milked his cock hard. Her mouth opened on a silent scream as he held her hips in a grip so tight it should have hurt, pounding into her as her orgasm washed over her in a relentless wave.


  Sam cried out, arching above her with his head thrown back, his face tight with pleasure as he jackhammered into her, hard and fast and deeper than anything Carla had ever felt. Unbelievably, she felt herself responding again, her body tightening around him in response to the heavy thrust and drag of him moving inside her. She could see his stomach muscles clench, feel his body tighten as he approached his peak.


  One hand released its grip on her hip to rest low on her stomach. He burrowed his thumb in her curls until it found her clit. “Come with me this time,” he panted, his thumb stroking firmly in rhythm with his thrusts as he cock seemed to grow even bigger, as his orgasm loomed.


  She felt him throb and pulse heavily inside her. That, combined with the steady pressure of his thumb sent her hurtling over the edge a second time, crying and moaning, thrashing against the restraints as she came even harder than she had the first time.


  He collapsed, half on top of her, his head buried against her breasts as his breath came hot and fast. Instinctively Carla tried to move her hand down to stroke his hair. The feel of the binding jerked her from her postcoital haze. “I think you've proven your point,” she said irritably. “You can untie me now.”


  Sam pushed up on his elbows and gave her a heavy lidded smile that made her toes curl. “Oh, I haven't proven anything yet, not by a long shot.”


  Carla wasn't sure what he meant by that, but since she was still tied up and he seemed disinclined to let her go, she was afraid it was going to be bad.


  Which meant it was going to be really, really, good.


  “Tonight I'm going to make you feel so good, you'll wonder how you ever lived without me. And you're going to see why you owe it to yourself to take this thing between us where it was always supposed to go.”


  Before her brain could wrap around what he meant by that, all thought fled as Sam's mouth closed hotly over one nipple, drawing hard enough to make her feel the deep pull in the sated flesh between her thighs.


  All throughout that night, Sam made good on his words, making her come countless times with his hands, lips, cock.


  He whispered to her in the dark about how beautiful she was, how much he loved touching her, fucking her, the feel of her skin against hers. How he'd never felt like this with anyone else and he didn't want to be with anyone else ever again.


  Carla fought back tears, the deep satisfaction wearing her down, crumbling her defenses until she wanted desperately to believe him. Finally he took the restraints off, and she whimpered at the sound of foil ripping once again.


  Her body tightened in anticipation even though she was so well used she knew she'd have trouble walking for the next few days.


  But she couldn't resist him as he slid inside her, gentle now, slow, as his own urgency had faded in the course of their earlier, wild couplings.


  This time he sank in slow, held himself there as he urged her to wrap her arms and legs around him. “This is how I love it best,” he whispered with soft pecks of his lips on her mouth, cheeks, neck. “You wrapped around me, holding me tight. So deep inside you I feel like I could crawl up inside your skin and become a part of you.”


  Carla felt a twisting sensation in her chest, like she was falling over a cliff, helpless to make it stop. Even knowing he was a master of manipulation, it was so hard to resist, impossible not to fall for him all over again.


  “This is how I always wanted it to be, Carla.” He kissed her again, then propped his elbows on either side of her head and held her gaze with his. “I love you.”


  Carla felt a laugh rip through her chest. It was either that or burst into tears.


  Sam froze, every muscle in his body stiffening against her. “What?”


  Her laughter rose to a hysterical pitch, overwhelming her until she could barely get the words out. “S-sam,” she sputtered helplessly, “isn't it obvious by now that you don't have to feed me a line to get me in bed? I'm here already!” She flung her arms up on the pillow to demonstrate.


  She didn't know what she expected Sam to do, but it wasn't for him to slip from her body and move from the bed without saying a word.


  Her body felt chilled at his sudden absence and she pulled the sheet up to her neck, a sense of dread settling over her as she watched him yank his shorts up his legs.


  “What's wrong?”


  He didn't answer, but it was clear from the way he dressed in quick, jerky moves that he was upset.


  He stormed out without a word, slamming the door hard enough to rattle the villa's windows.


  She fought the urge to go after him, ask him if it was really true, if it was possible.


  But no. She already knew the answer. She didn't need to suffer the humiliation of having him confirm it once again to her face.


  Sam O'Connell didn't fall in love with women. Certainly not with her.


  He was just pissed, she reasoned, because no one else had ever called him on his bluff. Every woman before willingly played his game, listened to his pretty words, believed in the moment but knew it wasn't really true.


  But here came Carla calling his bullshit, ruining the charade he was so determined to keep up.


  Carla continued to tell herself that through the rest of her sleepless night, while her heart ached with the wish that his words had been true.


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Humiliation burned through Sam so fiercely he could barely see. Pain gripped his chest, tearing at him with such ferocity it was a wonder he wasn't sick from it.


  She’d laughed at him.


  He'd laid out everything for her, blurted out the truth he couldn't keep inside, told her that he loved her.


  And all she could do was laugh.


  Unbidden, his father's voice entered his head, sneering, slurring, but never failing to get his point across. You think you're ever going to be more than a hard dick and a good time to a girl like that? You think she's ever going to love a worthless sack of shit like you?


  He'd never felt anything like this, like someone had punched a hole clean through him.


  Sam let himself into his office, his eyes burning, his fists clenched. He wanted to punch a wall, beat his hands against the concrete, anything to dilute the pain gnawing through him. But he resisted the urge to grab the computer monitor and smash it to the floor, to kick over the desk and use the desk lamp to shatter the windows.


  He'd learned the hard way that wanton destruction and violence for its own sake didn't get you much more than bruised knuckles and a hefty bill to pay. It wouldn't chase away the crippling ache at the realization that the only woman he'd ever loved found it impossible to take his feelings seriously.


  Impossible to take him seriously.


  Just like his father predicted.


  He brought his fist down on the desk, but stopped it there. Not only would trashing the place not bring any relief, it would only give Carla more evidence that Sam was still the immature, impulsive fuckup who was too charming for anyone's good.


  It would be so easy to leave now, leave her high and dry and scrambling for a new security director as the board of directors breathed down her neck.


  But contrary to Carla's lower than dirt opinion of him, Sam had changed. And despite the devastation he'd wrought his conscience wouldn't allow him to do this any way but the right way.


  ###


  The next morning Carla was groggy and gritty eyed, her body aching with exhaustion. She hid her eyes behind over size sunglasses as she stepped outside. She was greeted by the low rumble of the generators they'd brought in to power the repairs. She went to first to the main building where the repairs were starting. Sam wasn't there, she noted, with equal parts disappointment and relief.


  She wasn't quite ready to face him after last night, yet she craved the mere sight of him like a junkie craves a drug.


  She grabbed a latte from the bar―now that the generators were online the espresso machine worked―and did a walk around the resort property. There was no sign of Sam anywhere. Finally, she went to his office.


  It was empty. She started to get a panicky tightness in her chest. Sam hadn't put out much in the way of personal items, and the office looked much as it had the last time she'd been inside. No reason to think he'd bolted on the first boat he could catch over to St. Thomas.


  Besides, she chided herself, Sam wouldn't be so upset about last night that he'd take off like a thief in the night. He'd been angry, sure, that she'd called his bluff, but it didn't go any deeper than that.


  Did it?


  Still, as she worked through the morning and into the afternoon with no sight of him, she couldn't shake the feeling that something was very wrong. And even as she told herself it was a good thing he was keeping his distance―God knew she'd shown herself incapable of controlling herself around him―she found she missed his constant presence, the closeness of the last two days.


  That was the exception, not the norm, she reminded herself. For this to work, she was going to have to find a way to work with Sam without giving in to his constant seduction and her own uncontrollable urges to jump his bones every ten seconds. To do that, she needed to maintain as much space as one small island would allow.


  She ate a quick lunch and consulted with the contractor over the cost to replace the damaged floor in the restaurant. Afterwards, she went back outside to the deck overlooking the beach. Off in the distance she saw two large, male figures. Breath she didn't realize she was holding whooshed from her lungs as she recognized the outline of Sam's powerful shoulders.


  Then se felt a spark of curiosity as she recognized the other man―her cousin Chris. Who wasn't scheduled to come back to Holley Cay for several days as he had to manage the minor repairs needed at the other resort.


  As they got closer, Carla could see the grim lines on both men’s faces. Her stomach clenched. Whatever they were talking about, it wasn't good.


  They caught sight of her as they approached the stairs leading up to the deck, exchanging a look as they jogged up the steps to join her.


  Carla's smile of greeting withered as Sam hit her with a look so icy she shivered in the hot tropical air. She turned to her cousin, but what she saw in his eyes didn't offer any comfort.


  His dark blue eyes, usually sparkling with humor, regarded her with something she'd never seen, not directed at her anyway.


  Disappointment.


  She swallowed hard. “What's going on?”


  Sam cocked an eyebrow at Chris. “You want to tell her, or should I?”


  Chris held up his hands. “You handle it. I've had enough stress for the week. I'm going to grab a drink.” He motioned with his thumb to the bar on the other side of the restaurant's French doors.


  “I'm leaving,” Sam said curtly.


  Carla felt the words like a punch to the gut. So her first instinct had been right. He was bailing on her. “You're just going to leave me high and dry?” She threw her hands up in the air. “You decided screwing me in the bedroom isn't enough? You have to leave me in the lurch and make me look bad to the investors too, just because I called you on your bullshit.”


  Sam gave a harsh laugh, his face tight with derision. “Of course you would think that. You know, I somehow got it in my head that you were putting up a front, trying to protect yourself. Stupid idiot, now I finally get it. You really do think I'm still a worthless asshole who would screw you over and never look back. You don't get it, Carla, and you never will. I'm not that guy any more. I would never do anything to hurt you, no matter how shitty you treat me.”


  He started to brush past her.


  “Wait, what do you mean?” Carla stopped him with her hand on his arm, and felt it like punch to the gut when he snatched his arm away as though he couldn't bear her touch.


  “After I left your place, I spent most of last night on the phone with a buddy of mine who works with my old firm who's willing to make a six month commitment. I already cleared it with Chris.”


  Carla felt like the earth was shifting under her feet. “But the board―”


  “He's got all the same qualifications and two more years experience than I do. Your board is going to cream their panties over him.”


  “You can't just expect me to swap you out like a fork, hire this person sight unseen. I don't even know him, how he'll be to work with―”


  “He's not me,” Sam said grimly. “Isn't that all that matters?”


  He pushed past her again and this time she let him. She watched, frozen, as he went inside and said something to Chris. A few moments later he walked out again, not bothering to spare her a glance as he walked purposefully toward the main building.


  Common sense told her this was a good thing. Having Sam out of the picture now rather than later would drastically reduce the damage he would do to her heart. Right now it was just a little bruised. But she knew if he stayed she'd never be able to resist him. Never be able to stop herself form falling headlong into love.


  And when he inevitably moved on, she would be annihilated.


  Yet the prospect of him leaving, the idea that she'd probably never see him again, created a tight, panicky feeling in her chest. Like her life was about to careen horribly off course if she didn't do something about it.


  Her head told her to let him go. But her feet were moving of their own accord, taking her to the main building and down the hall until she found herself at Sam's office door. Inside, she heard muffled thumps and the occasional curse.


  He was packing up to leave. She should let him.


  Even as she had the thought, her hand was twisting the knob and pushing the door open. He looked up and met her gaze for only a split second, but it was long enough for her to see something in his eyes that made her breath catch in her throat.


  Pain. Soul deep, the kind you never truly recover from. Carla recognized it easily. She'd seen it in her own face in the days and months after Sam had tossed her aside.


  She peered at Sam's face, the hard, neutral expression, and told herself she must have imagined it.


  “Do you mind?” he snapped. “I need to finish packing and write up a list of protocols for my replacement and I'd rather not do it with you staring at me like I'm some zoo animal.”


  Carla stepped over the threshold. “I don't get why you're so upset, why you think you have to leave―”


  Sam froze in the act of slipping a paper into a file folder. “You don't get it?”


  One second she was standing just inside the door, and the next Sam had her pinned against the wall, her feet dangling several inches from the floor as he pulled her up to his eye level. She recoiled from the anger in his face but there was nowhere to go.


  “I told you I love you and you laughed in my face!” Sam yelled. The pain in his eyes was back, and this time he did nothing to hide it. Carla felt it burrowing inside her chest, squeezing around her heart until it hurt to even breathe.


  “I―”


  Sam cut her off. “You accuse me of using lines to get women into bed, and you're right. I've told a lot of women a lot of things. But I've never, ever told a woman I love her. Until you.”


  “You can't mean it. How can you mean it?”


  Sam released his hold on her and she slid to the floor. He pushed away from her and let out a strangled sound. “I know deserve this, after the way I treated you . After the things I've done, after the way I treated you, it serves me right that the first time I hang my ass out and tell a woman I love her she doesn't even believe me.” He shook his head, his lip curling in self disgust. “I know you won't believe this either, but I've only fed you a line once in my life. And that was when I told you what we had didn't matter and that I was just hooking up.”


  Carla's brain whirled as she processed what he was saying. She felt like the world was careening off its axis, the hard truths she'd accepted a long time ago upending all around her.


  His eyes met hers, hard, resigned. “I don't know if it was your intention to get me back for hurting you. My guess is no, since you don't think I really care about you anyway. But be happy knowing you got your revenge.”


  He turned away and started to empty another desk drawer. Carla's tongue finally unstuck from the roof of her mouth. “How?” she asked again. “How am I supposed to believe that you would show up here and all of a sudden you're in love with me after only a week?” She didn't believe it was true, yet she couldn't keep the hope from surging in her, straining against the tight rein she kept on it.


  Sam turned to her again, and this time there was no anger, no disgust on his face. Instead he looked rueful and a little sad. “You don't get it. It's not all of the sudden. It's been all along. I fell in love with you that summer. And when I saw you here, that first day, I realized I still am.”


  Her heartbeat echoed in her head. God, she wanted to believe him. “If you really loved me, how could you treat me like that?”


  Shame darkened his features. “Because I was a an immature coward, afraid my father was right. That if you ditched your scholarship for me, pretty soon you'd realize I was a loser who was going nowhere, and totally unworthy of a girl like you. I couldn't face that, so I made sure I pushed you away before you could leave me.”


  “Your father said that to you?”


  His mouth pulled into a humorless smile. “Every chance he got.”


  Suddenly the years between them disappeared, and she remembered that day his father came to visit, how everything had changed after that. Remembered too, Sam's comments about being stupid or never amounting to anything. All along she'd dismissed them, thinking someone as hot, charming and so obviously confident couldn't truly believe that about himself.


  Was it just a front? Used to cover up the scars left by a father who told him over and over how worthless and unlovable he was?


  Her already battered heart ached for the vulnerable boy he'd been. But as hurt as that boy had been, that hadn't given him the right to pass the trauma onto her.


  As though reading her mind, Sam said, “I'm not trying to make excuses for myself. I know what I said was unforgivable. And I know it was stupid of me to think now that I've done something with my life I could show up here and get a do-over, get you to fall in love with me again.”


  “That's really why you came? For a do-over?”


  He gave her a rueful smile. “Not exactly. When Chris first told me about your situation, I thought I could do you a favor, make up a little bit for the way I treated you.” His smile faded. “Then I got my first look at you in over ten years and I felt like I'd been punched in the gut.” His eyes turned molten, and she felt her skin flush with an answering heat. “I realized in that moment I'd never stopped loving you. That I'd never wanted anything more than I wanted to be with you.”


  Carla took a step closer even as her brain frantically analyzed the situation, trying to figure out his angle. It wasn't more sex―he'd already landed her in bed without stories of heartbreak and wanting second chances.


  It wasn't the job―he was clearly ready to resign.


  The only other possibility was that this was all part of a plot to pull her back into his web, make her fall in love with him all over again, all the while planning to crush her again. Which would make Sam unbelievably cruel, even diabolical.


  Everything inside her rebelled against that idea. Yes, Sam had hurt her, but she could easily imagine pushing someone away to avoid getting hurt and causing collateral damage in the process.


  Hadn't she done the same, she realized in a burst of enlightenment, when she'd laughed at Sam when he told her he loved her? Dismissed his words as meaningless because she was afraid to believe, to open herself up to hurt.


  She felt a pinch of shame, along with a dawning realization that there was only possibility left.


  Sam was telling the truth.


  Even acknowledging possibility of it made her legs go noodly underneath her. Sam caught her before he could fall, and Carla grabbed his thick upper arms to steady herself. When he would have released her she clung to him, her eyes locked on his face as every word, every smile, every touch he'd given her in the last week replayed like a highlight reel in her mind.


  Every moment making her feel more alive than she had in years.


  She looked into blue eyes gone dark with desire and regret.


  And finally, with her defenses breached, something she hadn't allowed herself to see, even though she realized now it had been there all along. Love.


  Her throat caught on a swift intake of air. “Oh my God. You do love me.”


  His full lips pulled into a smile, making his eyes crinkle at the corners in the way that never failed to make her stomach do a backflip. His big hands came up to cradle her face. “You're just realizing it now?” His mouth came over hers, his tongue parted her lips in a kiss so tender she thought she was going to melt into a puddle on the floor.


  He lifted his head, gave her gentle peck on each cheek. “I do love you, Carla DeLuca. It's always been you.” He kissed her again. “Question is, do you love me back?


  She swallowed hard, her eyes stinging with tears, overwhelmed as the emotions she'd been working so hard to hold back burst free, rushing through her like an unstoppable force


  ###


  Sam held his breath, suspended in agony as he waited for her reply. Told himself that even if the answer was no, it would be okay because at least he'd gotten her to see the truth. About him, about the past, about everything.


  Sure he'd spend the rest of his life with a hole in his chest big enough to drive a truck through, but at least he'd have the consolation of knowing the love of his life didn't think he was a lying sack of shit.


  “I--” the words caught and she looked up at him with dark, stricken eyes. Sam's stomach fell to his feet and he braced himself for the killing blow. This was worse, he realized in a flash, than when she'd laughed. Then she'd been rejecting the man she thought he was.


  Now, she was about to reject the man he really was. The one who'd picked himself up, dusted himself off, and made something of himself and had hoped that would impress her enough to give him a second chance.


  God damn it, he might not be selfish, scared, and immature any more, but he sure as shit was still stupid, at least when it came to Carla DeLuca.


  He felt a suspicious burn in his eyes and he stepped back, wanting nothing more than to get away from her before he broke down and really humiliated himself.


  “I do,” she breathed.


  His heart froze in his chest, then started to beat, fast and heavy. “What?”


  “I do love you. As scary as it is to admit that out loud, I love you, Sam.” Her voice was high pitched and breathy from that fear. “I don't think I ever stopped.” His heart broke at her beautiful, tear-streaked face, her fear of getting hurt still easy to see, even through the unmistakable love in her eyes.


  He pulled her into his arms and kissed her, tasting her tears. “I fucked up, big time,” he murmured against her lips. “But don't let the stupid kid that I was ruin what we can have. Don't be scared of me, don't be scared of us.”


  He kissed her again, groaning as she parted her lips for his tongue. He tasted her sigh as the last of her resistance disappeared. “I love you,” he whispered again, his blood heating at the feel of her curves pressed up against him.


  Their slow, loving kisses quickly grew heated, and soon Sam had one hand up Carla's shirt while the other fumbled with the button on her shorts. Even after their crazy night together, he felt an almost desperate need to be inside her, to lay his claim once and for all.


  “Wait,” Carla said, grabbing his hand before he could tug the zipper down. “We're in the office, anyone could come by.”


  Sam let out a tortured groan but knew she was right. It was one thing to have their relationship out in the open, another for the boss to be caught having sex on a desk in the middle of the day. No way would Carla risk her professional reputation like that.


  Sam stepped away and resigned himself to enduring an epic case of blue balls until they could slip away to her villa


  To his shock, Carla didn't try to put herself back together. Instead, she crossed to the office door and locked it. Then she kicked off her shoes, walked over to the windows and pulled down the blinds.


  She turned to him, a smile teasing her lips and a wicked glint in her eye. She whipped her shirt over her head, and Sam's mouth watered the sight of her big, soft tits straining at the cups of her bra, her flat, toned belly that practically begged him to run his tongue down it.


  “Now, where were we?” she asked.


  “About to have a nooner in my office?” Sam grinned as he pulled his own shirt over his head.


  Within seconds the rest of their clothes were gone, and the small room filled with the sounds of sucking kisses and fast, panting breath. Sam lifted Carla to the desk, groaning as she wrapped her legs around him, letting him feel how wet and ready she was against his stomach.


  Later he would go slow, tease her, and kiss every secret spot until she was begging for him to come inside her. Now all traces of playfulness disappeared as he felt an almost desperate need to take her, stake his claim on her body and soul in the most primal way possible.


  He entered her without hesitation, his groan mingling with hers as her tight, slick pussy stretched to accommodate him. He set a hard, driving rhythm that quickly had her moaning and squirming against him.


  “Sam,” she cried his name as her fingers dug into his shoulder. “You feel so good, so good, so―”


  The last was lost as she broke apart in his arms, milking him hard as she came around his cock.


  “I love you,” she cried as the last shudders rippled through her.


  Pleasure roared through him, so intense it shook him to his core. And something else. Pure, unadulterated joy, at the knowledge that she was his. That he was finally getting his second chance.


  He held himself deep inside her, his whole body shaking as he shot hot jets of come deep inside her. “Oh God, I love you too, so God damn much.”


  He gathered her limp form and staggered to a chair in the corner where he cradled her in his lap until they could both breathe again.


  The rattling of the doorknob followed by a sharp knock on the door jolted them from their reverie. “Sam, you in there?” Sam recognized Chris's voice on the other side of the door.


  Carla scrambled off his lap and dove for the pile of clothes on the other side of the desk.


  “We need to go over a few details before I head back to Coral Cay.”


  “Just a sec,” Sam called. He and Carla snickered like naughty children as they bumbled into their clothes.


  Carla smoothed her hair one last time and nodded for him to open the door. Chris's dark brows knit in confusion, but after a split second his frown morphed into a knowing smile. “Carla, I can't believe after all the crap you gave me and Julie for knocking one out in the office...”


  Sam couldn't stifle his own grin as Carla's already flushed cheeks went beet red. “I wasn't, we weren't―”


  “Right.” He pushed past them to open the window shades. “The razor burn on your neck aside, Sam's shirt is inside out.”


  Sam felt his own face heat when he looked down and saw Chris was right.


  “Let me guess,” Chris said, one eyebrow cocked at Sam, “you won't be leaving after all.”


  “Nope.” Sam's grin stretched wider and he slid his arm around Carla's waist and pulled her to his side. “She's not getting rid of me that easily.”


  “I hope your intentions toward my cousin are honorable,” Chris said with mock gravity.


  “Shut up,” Carla said, exasperated.


  Chris and Carla might be making light of it, but to Sam this was no joke. “If it's up to me I'll marry her as soon as we can get a license and a minister.”


  He felt Carla stiffen next to him and looked down into her shocked face. “Really?” Her eyes were full of hope, but he could tell she couldn't quite believe he was for real.


  He smiled and brought his hand up to cup her cheek and kissed her softly on the lips. “Really.”


  Chris cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Right. Well. Whenever you decide, I know Julie will go nuts planning it.”


  “Thanks,” Carla said, her smiling eyes never leaving Sam's.


  “So I'll leave you to...whatever.”


  Sam was too busy kissing his fiancée to hear Chris close the door behind him.
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