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			“You’re burned here too,” Max ground out, pressing a finger to her shoulder and, with one more look into her eyes, he dropped his head and pressed a kiss there, his lips searing her skin.

			Paige trembled.  

			“Am I?” She bit into her lip. “Anywhere else?”  

			He moved behind her, his finger trailing a line across her back, between her shoulders, then his lips followed its path, pressing kiss after kiss to her skin until goose bumps covered her body. “Here.” Then he kissed her other shoulder, but this time, it wasn’t a quick, light kiss, but rather a caress, and rather than lifting his lips, he glided them higher, to the pulse point at the base of her neck, which he flicked with his tongue, his warm breath, his mouth, until she was so awash with pleasure it was almost impossible to stand.  

			“Max.” Her voice emerged as a tortured whisper, for surely this level of desire was a torture device?

		
	
		
			Brooding Billionaire Brothers

			Passionate, commanding, irresistible!

			Billionaire half brothers Luca Cavallaro and Max Stone may have had very different childhoods, but blood is thicker than water. These powerful men are much more alike than they want to admit—apart from being infamous in the business world for their ruthlessness, their ice-cold hearts are also completely untouchable! That is, until they meet the only women to thaw them... 

			The Sicilian’s Deal for “I Do”

			Luca Cavallaro may have left Mia Marini at the altar twelve months earlier, but she’s haunted his dreams ever since...and now he wants to claim her for the wedding night they never had! 

			Contracted and Claimed by the Boss

			Paige Cooper was looking to escape her celebrity status, not run straight into a contract that could bind her forever to brooding billionaire Max Stone... 

			Both available now!
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			PROLOGUE

			AT NIGHT, when she slept, Max always checked on his daughter, then flicked out the neon-pink and purple lava lamp that adorned her bedside table, but not before he’d lingered a moment and studied her restful features. Lately, it had brought him a strange clutch of pain, because in sleep it was easy to believe she was the same little girl—gentle and funny—that she’d always been, until the last few months. Now, her temper was so quick to flare, her moods so unpredictable, there were times in the day when he barely recognised his Amanda.

			But at night, he stood at her bedside and focused everything he had on her, willing her to return to a state of happiness, to be settled and content. Most of all, he hoped she understood how much he loved her.

			His own childhood had made it difficult to express that love, but God knew he’d tried. Showing affection of any kind didn’t come easily to the reclusive billionaire, but that didn’t mean he didn’t feel it.

			He wanted, most of all, to be better. Different. A far more active and involved father than his own had been, and his own mother, too. When it came to parenting, he used them as examples of what not to do, and until recently that approach had served him well.

			But just as the seasons sometimes shifted without being noticed, so too had Amanda changed without Max’s being fully cognisant of it, at first. Little tantrums had been easily ignored—he’d even found them amusing initially. But the storm had kept building, and shifted from the horizon to the homestead, so he could barely remember the last time he’d had a conversation with his daughter that hadn’t ended in raised voices—usually hers but, to his shame, sometimes his.

			Max had always been a success.

			As a boy, he’d been the fastest, the smartest, the best and brightest, his natural competitive instincts stoked to a fever pitch by parents who always withheld their praise even when it was the thing he most badly wanted. While his motivations had changed—he no longer cared for anyone’s approval nor praise—he was no less determined to succeed in all aspects of his life.

			Under Max’s guidance, the family’s luxury holdings business, which included his personal project—the pearl farms here in Australia—had gone from a respected yet boutique business to a global powerhouse, their various brands, be that jewellery or handbags or clothing, recognised the world over. That success was gratifying, but his primary focus was always Amanda. Succeeding at being a good parent was what mattered above everything else to him.

			If the proof of the pudding was in the eating, then at the moment he was failing abysmally. Though it went against every grain in Max’s body to admit it, and he absolutely hated the necessity of what he was compelled to do, there was nothing for it. For the first time in Max’s life he needed help, and for Amanda’s sake he would damn well make sure he got it.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			IT WAS UNLIKE anything she’d ever seen. Still stiff from the long journey halfway across the world, and a little air sick from the shorter flight to the top end of Australia in a small, private aeroplane, Paige Cooper felt her eyes fill with red dust, but even through that orange haze she could still see, and she was mesmerised. A long way from the airstrip, the road was just a track cut through the desert, lined with sparse trees populated with about a million cockatoos, majestic against the afternoon sunlight. But as she went, the sleek black four-wheel drive bumping across unseen potholes and rocks, the trees thickened, grew greener, the air became darker as the canopy formed overhead, lustrous and sweet-smelling—mangoes, and something else, something indefinably tropical.

			The road, which had been straight for miles and miles, began to weave, to twist and turn, each bend revealing more thick forest and tiny patches of blue sky, until there came a final bend and the ocean of Wattle Bay hit her in the face, glittering like a blanket of diamonds, turquoise, so beautiful, better than a postcard, and quite unlike anything she could have conceived of existing in real life. She thought of everything she’d left behind all those years ago in LA, the beach she’d come to associate with a life she would rather forget and parental mistreatment that had permanently shaped and sculptured Paige’s outlook on life, but this beach was different. It was more elemental, somehow. There were no high-rises here, no tourist shops. It was just white sand, crystal-clear water, so many trees it took her breath away.

			The house itself was also completely different from what she’d expected. After all, the Stones were, Paige knew, one of the wealthiest families in the world, their high-end jewellery stores synonymous with luxury and wealth. Paige had even worn one of their diamond necklaces to the first glamorous awards ceremony she’d attended. Paige had been only twelve, but her mother had insisted she ‘look older’ and had chosen a revealing dress, sky-high heels and expensive jewellery—despite her success that night, Paige couldn’t think of it without a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, just like any of the times she’d been pushed by her parents into situations that had made her skin crawl.

			What Paige hadn’t realised until accepting this job was that the Stone family empire had all started with pearl harvesting, that way back in the early twentieth century, they’d begun to cultivate south sea pearls, and that this property in the far north of Australia was their biggest operation.

			So it wasn’t unreasonable for Paige to have expected some sort of modern, LA-esque testament to wealth, a showpiece home with miles of glass and visible ostentation dripping from every surface, but what she saw was, in many ways, the complete opposite. Her eyes, a shade of green almost identical to the tropical trees growing rampant overhead, skimmed the house and something like pleasure tugged at her heart—a pleasure she hadn’t expected to feel here in the wilderness of the world.

			Or was it perhaps relief? She’d been running on instinct for the last month, since the announcement had been made about her parents’ tell-all book and Paige had broken out in a clammy sweat. Would she never be free of them? Despite having legally divorced them in her teens, the ghosts of her manipulative mother and father still haunted her. All Paige had wanted was to pretend the book wasn’t happening, but, sure enough, interview requests had found their way to her, paparazzi had even showed up near the school of one of her charges. With her cover blown, Paige had known she needed to flee to a new assignment, ideally as far from civilisation as possible.

			Staring at the house, she took in the details without allowing her heart to respond, even when it was difficult to ignore the charms of this property. But Paige was resolutely unaffected: she was always hired for short-term roles—at her own insistence—and an essential part of what she did was provide help without getting emotionally attached to people or property.

			There was a large area of neatly manicured lawn, signalling a small claim of man’s dominance over the abandon of this forested area, but the house seemed determined to surrender itself back to nature. It was made all of timber, except for the windows, of which there were many, and Paige’s first thought was that it was a tree house for grown-ups. It stood three stories high, but it was charming rather than grandiose, from the outside at least, with weatherboard painted a pale cream, a large wrap-around balcony on which, from her vantage point, Paige could just make out a day bed and table. She immediately pictured how nice it would be to sit on one of the cane chairs with a cup of iced tea and stare out at the view.

			But she wasn’t here to relax. This was work—and she understood she’d have her hands full.

			The agency who’d recruited Paige had warned her that the house was quite isolated, and so she’d expected silence—a silence her soul desperately needed after the din in her personal life over the last four weeks—only this was anything but! The birdsong was incredible, a true orchestra of nature, humming, buzzing, carolling all around her, so she had no choice but to stop and simply listen, to pay respect to the beauty of this land and its animal inhabitants, to allow herself to be enchanted by the wonder of it all.

			And that was how he found her: Paige Cooper—pale, pearl-like skin luminescent in the afternoon sun, her large eyes transfixed, red lips parted, auburn hair pulled over one shoulder in a concession to the stifling humidity, unconsciously seeking a hint of ocean breeze against the skin of her neck, small, slender frame, in that moment of unguardedness, projecting a hint of the fragility she’d worked so hard to conquer over the years.

			[image: No image description]

			Max Stone stopped, mid-step, took one look at the woman the agency had sent and had to stifle a groan. Because while he knew he needed help, he’d fought against that necessity ever since placing the call to arrange a nanny.

			Max hated the idea of having someone else living under his roof, taking ownership, in a strange kind of way, of his daughter. It made him feel like a failure. Worse, it made him feel like his own father, who’d outsourced whatever parts of Max’s life he possibly could, only taking an interest when it became clear Max had a head for business that would make Carrick Stone’s life easier.

			He hadn’t given much thought to the nanny as a person, certainly not as a woman, but as he stared at the slim person in the middle of the lawn, something inside Max ignited that brought his body to a grinding halt. He stood perfectly still and stared at her, inexplicably angry to find that she was beautiful and attractive—for he’d known many women who were the former without being the latter—and he didn’t need the complication of desiring the woman he’d hired to care for his daughter.

			He should send her away immediately, ask for someone else.

			Only, he was truly desperate, and she was reported to be the best. Besides, this was only a three-month assignment, she was here temporarily. Besides, Max hadn’t been with a woman in a long time, and he had no intention of giving into temptation now, just because she’d be living under his roof. He formed one hand into a fist at his side, forced himself to focus.

			‘Paige Cooper?’ His voice was gruff, and her eyes flared a little at the roughness to his words. The churning in his gut intensified. He ground his teeth, squared his shoulders then channelled every last inch of his legendary determination into each long stride that brought him across the dappled light on the lawn, towards the fragile-looking American.
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			The house was intriguing, filled, Paige was sure, with secrets and mysteries, a history that she was quite fascinated to learn, but even more intriguing was the man who stepped from the shadows and onto the grass, walking towards her with what could only be described as a brooding countenance. Paige was an actress by training; she’d landed her first advertisement as a toddler, gone on to star in feature films from a young age, and had grown up surrounded by actors and actresses. She was fluent in body language and the meaning of facial expressions, and yet this man was difficult to read. That he was irritated was obvious, but by what? She wasn’t late, and she’d barely spoken. What could it be?

			Besides irritation, there was something else. A heaviness in his features, a look of stress, fatigue, weariness? But that was completely at odds with the sheer strength of him, the way he walked—as though he were some kind of wild animal in human form, each step like a lightning rod striking the ground so she almost felt a spark travel over the grass and into her own feet.

			‘Miss Cooper?’ His accent was Australian, like an actor she’d once worked with, deep and relaxed, broad vowel sounds more compelling than they should have been.

			‘Paige,’ she said with a nod, clearing her throat and forcing a smile. She was so thirsty. Having spent the last few years of her life in Dubai, she should have known better than to have left her water on the plane, but so it was, and Paige hadn’t had a sip of anything for almost two hours. In this heat, that was no mean feat.

			‘I’m Max Stone.’

			This she already knew. Not only was he very well known—the billionaire son, one half of the siblings who’d inherited the Stone family empire a few years ago—his details had been included in the file she’d been given upon accepting this assignment.

			‘Thanks for coming.’ His voice was deep and earthy, like the red dust that straddled the road to this tropical paradise—he sounded anything but grateful. His voice was hyper-masculine, leaving her in little doubt he was a man cast from this land, grown from the earth and tropical weather. His jaw was square, strong like cut granite—somehow, it was nothing less than the voice deserved—with a cleft in the centre of his chin that she imagined, quite unhelpfully, to be the perfect size for a thumbprint. His hair was dark, like a raven’s, though there was the faintest hint of silver at the temples, and his eyes were a piercing blue, quite hypnotically fascinating. If they were still in LA, she’d have suspected he wore contact lenses, but that was a vanity she somehow knew to be beyond Max Stone. This man was rough, hewn from the elements: he was not interested in his own appearance.

			He was looking at her as though waiting for her to speak, but what else could Paige say? That it was her pleasure? That wasn’t strictly true. This job was her bolt-hole. She’d desperately wanted—needed—to drop right off the edge of the earth, so she’d accepted the most remote, out-of-the-way assignment she possibly could. Being buried in the Australian tropics felt a galaxy away from the rest of the world, and particularly from the media storm that was building like a hurricane smack bang on top of her old life.

			‘Thanks for having me,’ she said, eventually, then cursed herself for admitting as much. She didn’t want her new employer to know that she was on the run. It was hardly a good recommendation for the job.

			But if he thought the sentiment a strange one, he didn’t show it. ‘Amanda will be home in...’ he regarded his wristwatch, an old-fashioned Rolex ‘...just under an hour. Come inside, I’ll show you around.’

			Behind her, Paige was aware of movement, as the man who’d driven her—Reg, he’d introduced himself as—carried her suitcase across the lawn, towards the wide steps that led to the veranda. There were potted plants on the edges of the steps, terracotta with a shrub she didn’t recognise but liked instantly for its wildness and the cheery, bright flowers. As they drew closer, she saw the petals were quite waxy, and there were pods attached that looked a little like peas. She couldn’t resist reaching out and feeling one. At the merest touch, the pod burst open and, as if it were some kind of party-popper, tiny little seeds flung themselves like confetti, wide into the air.

			She stared at it with a small frown then lifted her eyes to Max. He wasn’t watching. In fact, he was four paces ahead, about to reach the wide, old-fashioned doors to the home. She dusted off her fingers and hurriedly climbed the last few steps, until she was level with him. He smelled like the ocean, salty and tangy.

			When he opened the door into his home, she went to move inside, but Reg, distracted, stepped out, so Paige had to quickly shuttle out of the way, and the only direction she could move, at last minute, was practically on top of Max Stone.

			She’d thought of him as a wild animal and now that their bodies connected she felt that, deep inside her, a certainty that he vibrated with a rhythm quite outside the ordinary human lexicon. On a deeply subconscious level, her body was aware of his body and the way it buzzed and radiated an energy that was all his own. She quickly stepped away, her breathing rushed, her fingers tingling.

			‘Sorry, boss. Didn’t see ya there.’ Reg grinned, tipped his discoloured hat, then moved down the steps, two at a time. He conveyed an air of relaxation despite the spring in his step.

			Paige didn’t dare look at Max again—she couldn’t. Not while she was fighting her body’s completely unwelcome response to him. Instead, she sought refuge inside the house.

			Compared to outside, the hallway was dark and cool, with wide timber floors and walls. Everything about the house seemed original, though Paige was no expert in architecture, and particularly not Australian architecture. She only knew that she liked this place a great deal.

			‘The house was originally a hotel,’ Max practically grunted, from right behind her, so Paige realised she had just been standing square in the middle of the hallway. ‘My grandfather converted it into a house about forty years ago, took out a lot of the walls to make larger rooms. I improved the kitchens, bathrooms, brought the plumbing into the twenty-first century,’ he said with something that might have even been an attempt at humour? At least at civility. So she did her best imitation of a smile, moving deeper into the house.

			‘Downstairs is all living. Lounge room’s over there.’ He nodded to the left, and Paige ducked her head through the wide entrance way to a very lovely, comfortable space—enormous sofas around a big rug, a wall-mounted television, and shelves lined with books. A large bay window framed a spectacular view over the ocean, which all the rooms on this side of the house would share. She crossed her fingers, hoping her own bedroom would have this same aspect. A board game was set up on the coffee table—Scrabble—but it looked to have been abandoned partway through, perhaps because Amanda had needed to go to bed or get to school.

			In the middle of her chest, she felt a familiar emptiness—a sensation she’d grown used to over the last five years, since leaving LA and working as a nanny. She’d been surrounded daily by dozens of little signs of family love and togetherness and she’d never quite been able to stop contrasting that easy affection and parental kindness she observed in her work with her own upbringing—which had been sadly lacking in both.

			Max had kept walking so Paige quickened her step once more. ‘Study.’ He nodded to the right. The door was shut and Paige didn’t look in. ‘Amanda’s room,’ he said, indicating the left. With a curious expression, Paige pushed this door inwards—after all, Amanda was her charge and therefore any room of hers was Paige’s responsibility. The room had no bed, but was rather a kids’ haven. A rocking chair by the window so she could sit and stare out at the stunning vista, another television, and a shelf with every games machine one could imagine, and some books scattered over the floor—titles she recognised because they were beloved by all children the world over, it seemed.

			‘That’s where she likes to spend time.’ His voice was almost normal, yet there was a slight tightening in the words. Amanda choosing to be in this room bothered him. ‘Dining room. We don’t eat in there.’ He pushed open the door anyway and, out of sheer interest, Paige took a couple of steps inside. This room had a view of the lawn and, beyond it, the rainforest that surrounded this part of the house. Thick, ancient trunks with strange vines wrapping around them and constantly singing birds made Paige sigh. ‘It’s lovely.’

			‘We don’t like it.’ We. Paige’s heart gave another little clutch. She’d never been part of a ‘we’. She likely never would be. How could someone who’d lived through what she had, who’d been betrayed by the two people who were meant to be your staunchest, most loyal defenders, ever trust anyone enough to be a ‘we’?

			‘You don’t? What’s not to like?’ she asked breathily, covering her heartache with an overbright smile.

			His eyes narrowed. ‘Amanda says it’s too stuffy.’

			‘I suppose it is a little formal,’ Paige agreed, moving towards the enormous, dark oak table, running a finger over the heavily polished top. There were no signs in here of family life. No photographs, no books, no scratches on the table to indicate happy, shared meals. There was a fireplace, which she suspected rarely got used, and enormous floor-to-ceiling windows with burgundy drapes, and, against the far wall, two small doors. ‘What’s over there?’

			His lips twisted in something between a grimace and a smile. ‘That would be the servants’ entrance. For dinner parties.’

			‘Ah.’

			‘There’s a corridor connecting the dining room to the kitchen,’ he continued to explain. ‘From when it was a hotel.’

			‘Clever.’

			‘Normal, for the time. Come on, we don’t have all day.’

			She startled a little at his switch of tone, at the sound in his voice of—something she couldn’t analyse, but it was clear he wasn’t happy.

			She stepped back into the corridor, moving quickly because it seemed imperative to be ahead of Max, and then continued onwards. And let out all her breath in one big whoosh, because the kitchen at the back of the house was absolutely stunning. He said he’d upgraded it, but she couldn’t have known how perfect it would be. While retaining all the historic charm of the house, it was also new and spacious. Large, open-plan, with a central island bench and windows that ran three sides of the room, so here she had a panoramic view of the ocean as well as glimpses of the ancient, fascinating rainforest. The floorboards were the original timber and the dining table in here was the complete opposite to the shiny, formal table in the other room. This table looked well used. She moved to it on autopilot, resting a hand on the back of one of the two chairs. That there were only two chairs told Paige a lot—they didn’t entertain often, and they weren’t in the habit of admitting a third to their table.

			It conjured images of a loving father and daughter duo, of a pair who would be truly in lockstep. She bit back a sigh, focusing her attention on Max and wondering at the slight speeding up of her heart.

			‘Please, take a seat.’ He gestured to the table. She wondered which seat was his and which was Amanda’s. It made sense to choose the chair she was already touching, so she pulled it back, sat down and rested her elbows on the table.

			Max moved to the fridge. ‘Water?’

			‘Thank you.’ Her parched throat practically leapt for joy.

			He withdrew two tall glasses from a cupboard and pressed them against a button in the fridge. Ice-cold water made the fine glass frost immediately. Her throat quivered with anticipation.

			He carried the glasses to the table, scowling. There was no other word for his expression. He placed a drink in front of Paige and the moment he released his hand she reached out and gripped the glass, almost finishing it before lifting her gaze to his face to find his eyes resting on her with an expression that made her spine tingle in a not remotely unpleasant way. But it was a warning. She felt it and heeded it: Paige had learned to follow her instincts, especially when they were urging caution.

			His hands were planted on his hips, his jaw clenched, his body radiating tension, so Paige leaned forward, and couldn’t help asking, ‘Mr Stone? What is it?’

			His thick, dark brows knitted together and her heart began to beat faster. He was so handsome, but in a very rugged way—nothing like the men she’d grown up around. There was nothing contrived about his beauty. It was quite the opposite, raw and uncultivated and all the more overpowering for that.

			‘My daughter—’ His deep, gruff voice tightened. ‘Amanda is—’

			Paige listened with patience.
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