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			CHAPTER ONE

			Billie could see the heading now: An Afternoon with a Real-Life Gigolo. No, too tabloid. Face-to-Face with Fantasy. That was better.

			She’d never been assigned an article like this one. She’d never met a male prostitute, or visited a private club catering to women’s sexual fantasies. And what surprised her most of all was that she liked the idea. Its lurid excitement. The thought that a woman could walk into this elegant space and choose her type of man for her type of pleasure.

			Shifting her briefcase to her other hand, she glanced at a plush sofa in the lobby’s sitting area, thought about making herself comfortable, and decided against it. The weirdness of the situation wobbled her usual confidence. She felt restless and self-conscious, the same squirrelly discomfort she’d experienced the first time she went to bed with a man.

			She felt like a virgin.

			A few feet away, the owner of Avalon stood at a reception desk with a phone tucked between her ear and shoulder, speaking French into the receiver, her passionate delivery sprinkled with bursts of husky laughter. In the short, introductory conversation Billie had shared with her before the phone interrupted them, Azure Elan had divulged that her clientele spanned the globe. She understood what women wanted, and she delivered . . . at a thousand dollars an hour. But a reporter like Billie Cort could wait, apparently, and all morning too. The phone conversation showed absolutely no sign of drawing to a close, and now Billie wished she hadn’t killed herself to get to Avalon so early. Be on time, her editor had ordered when she made Billie’s appointment a week before. Avalon didn’t invite back visitors who weren’t prompt.

			Repressing a sigh, Billie let her gaze sweep the lobby while she waited. It was a study in neoclassic elegance, monochromatic shades of sedate ecru and ivory. Trompe l’oeil cherubs smiled benignly from the ornate plaster ceiling, their fat arms embracing lush, naked nymphs. Somewhere beyond the fresco, in the rooms lining four floors of a century-old town house, people had sex. Regularly. All night long, engaged in the most expensive, erotic pleasures imaginable. The club’s clientele consisted of the wealthiest women in the world. Its “companions” were rumored to be the most exquisite male specimens, representing every country, every culture, every female’s ideal.

			Outside the heavily draped windows, traffic sailed by, a silent film of Monday morning rush hour in Washington, D.C. Inside Avalon, the absence of noise draped the perfumed air, rent only by the faint, tinkling notes of Mozart. Billie felt as though she’d stepped into a different dimension, where only beauty and ecstasy and fantasy existed.

			A far cry from the black hole her own personal life had become.

			Restive, she moved away from the window, briefcase clutched against her thighs.

			A door squeaked open somewhere nearby, followed by a resounding click. Curious at a new sign of life in the hushed building, Billie wandered across the marble tile to peer down the long, chandeliered passage that led off the lobby. A man in a white Nike T-shirt, shorts, and running shoes had slipped through a back door marked Fire Exit and started in her direction. He used the towel around his neck to wipe the perspiration from his face as he approached the lobby.

			Billie squinted at him. An employee, maybe? Azure said the club employed over twenty male escorts, all young and extraordinarily attractive.

			The man approaching her was more than attractive. Tall, muscular, he moved with the liquid ease of someone totally confident within his body. He drew closer, and when his dark eyes met hers, he smiled and let the towel fall against his shoulder.

			She politely returned his smile and cast a look over her shoulder at Azure. The slender club owner gave her an encouraging nod as if again bidding her to wait, all the while murmuring into the receiver.

			When the man reached the lobby, he paused and glanced at Azure, who snapped her fingers, pointed to Billie, and mouthed, “That’s her.”

			“Good morning.” He continued toward her, still breathless from exertion. “You’re the reporter from the women’s magazine?”

			Billie nodded, disconcerted. He couldn’t be her interview, could he? Nora Richmond, her editor at Illicit, had purportedly retained the services of the infamous Adrian once, and described him as sleek, polished. Billie had pictured elegance and suave sophistication, three-piece suit and expensive Italian shoes. But this man, twenty-something with a healthy, glowing charisma, could have been a student jogging around one of the nearby college campuses.

			“I’m Billie Cort.” She extended her hand when he reached her. His fingers wrapped around hers and squeezed gently, sending a frisson of warmth up her arm.

			“I’m Adrian,” he said. “Please excuse my appearance, Ms. Cort. I run to work most mornings. If you have a few minutes, I’ll catch a quick shower before our interview.”

			“That’s fine.” Billie’s voice sounded brisk and confident, but inside, she quivered. In thirty-three years on the planet, she’d never come face-to-face with a man quite like this exquisite creature. His olive complexion and black gaze spoke of an exotic heritage. His ragged attire did little to disguise his raw male beauty. The cotton shirt clung to his chest, damp with perspiration. Sweat slicked his strong thighs, wetted his black, short-cropped hair, sparkled on his upper lip.

			It wasn’t until she looked into his eyes at such close proximity that she understood. Promises of ecstasy glittered there, diamonds in an obsidian sea. In that instant, all his youthful exuberance slid away and exposed the wild, worldly creature she’d expected. He was Avalon’s favorite son for a reason, and the reason was written in that black, black gaze.

			He hadn’t yet released her hand. His fingers burned her knuckles. If he tugged even a little, she’d collide against his hard, damp body.

			“Forgive me, Ms. Cort,” Azure said as she hung up the phone and walked around the reception desk. “I see you two are getting acquainted.”

			Glancing past Billie’s shoulder, Adrian exchanged some sort of silent communication with the raven-haired proprietor and relinquished Billie’s hand. “Give me fifteen minutes to get ready.”

			“Of course,” Billie said, her attention volleying between the dark demigod and his employer. “Take all the time you need.”

			He backed away and disappeared up the stairs that curved behind the reception desk, taking two at a time with effortless grace.

			“He cleans up beautifully,” the club owner said wryly, stopping beside Billie to gaze up the staircase. “Normally, I wouldn’t introduce you to a companion in such an indisposed state. But it’s my understanding you’re only interested in an interview?”

			“That’s right.” Billie clutched her briefcase like a shield. She knew Azure’s kind. The woman’s blue eyes were cold, discerning, framed in an ivory, angular face that spoke of shrewd determination. No doubt she could sum up a person’s character in a single glance. Right now Billie was the subject of Azure’s laser scrutiny, and she didn’t like it. As a reporter she was accustomed to being the observer, to detecting vulnerability and ulterior motives in body language, facial expression, the steadiness of a gaze. But Azure stripped her down with those chilled blue eyes, touching vulnerable places Billie had thought well defended.

			Never let them see you sweat. Shaking her hair back from her face, she straightened her shoulders and returned the club owner’s unwavering look.

			After a tense moment, Azure glanced away. “I’m so sorry for the telephone’s interruption.” She spoke with just a hint of an unidentifiable accent, laying one slender, manicured hand on Billie’s forearm to lead her to the sitting area. “Tell me about the article while we wait for Adrian. What do you think your readers want to know?”

			Billie chose the nearest damask sofa and sat, posture arrow-straight. “The usual things to begin with. What exactly does a companion at Avalon do? Besides the obvious, of course. Many women have no idea such clubs exist.”

			“Many women can’t afford such a club.”

			“I know I couldn’t.”

			“Then you’re most fortunate to have this assignment, aren’t you?” Azure smiled as she seated herself on a Queen Anne settee. “I’m sure you’ll find the experience enriching.”

			“No doubt.” Billie bit her lip, then ventured, “I’d like to know how Adrian got into this business.”

			“He was born for this business.” Azure’s hand mindlessly caressed a bronzed sculpture that graced the table beside her. Two lovers entwined, their limbs meshed like vines. “He’s not just a pretty face. The average Avalon client seeks intelligent conversation, companionship, culture. For some, sex isn’t a necessity—although few turn aside the chance with a man like him.” Her incisive gaze drilled into Billie. “In a million years, I never thought I’d spare him—albeit anonymously—for a magazine article, nor trust a complete stranger to paint a picture of my beloved Avalon for women everywhere without sparing a single detail that could endanger the club, Adrian, myself . . . ” Her long fingers gripped the material of her ivory dress in white-knuckled fists, then released it. “But as I’m sure you’re well aware, your editor, Nora Richmond, is one of our best business referrals. So you see, we treat our contacts well, Ms. Cort. And Adrian will treat you well if you keep your questions harmless enough to protect us all.”

			She paused again, glanced down at her nails. “Besides, exposing Avalon for its true magnificent purpose would bring about some very unpleasant consequences for you, so keep that in mind if you and Nora want to maintain your jobs, hmm? Now tell me,” her husky voice lightened at last, “how long will it take you to get what you need?”

			Billie swallowed. “It depends on how he answers my questions.”

			“And that depends on how you pose them, Ms. Cort. Adrian will tell you everything you need to know about his position here at Avalon. He’ll tell you about the life of an escort in excruciating detail . . . he has no shame. But he won’t divulge the names of his clients, so don’t bother to ask. He’s sworn to secrecy on anything that could flag us to the authorities. And he won’t answer questions about his personal life. He protects his privacy most fiercely.”

			“I can be persuasive,” Billie said evenly. If she couldn’t get personal details about the man, details that marked him as human and attainable, it wouldn’t be much of an article.

			“Adrian has a will of granite.” Azure’s finger drifted along the sculpted buttock of the statue’s male figure. “Push him too far, and he’ll show you the door.”

			“But it’s my job to push for information.”

			“He won’t have it. There are others here who’d be happy to tell you their personal stories.”

			“No—it has to be Adrian.” Billie frowned at her own declaration. Where had that come from? Technically the article didn’t have to be solely about him. Nora Richmond may have sampled him and found him the crème de la crème, but Billie didn’t have to limit her research to him. And now that the club owner had given her free rein to speak with more than one of the escorts . . .

			Ah, hell. It didn’t matter. She already knew the article belonged to Adrian. She’d seen his face, heard his quiet voice, looked into his seductive eyes. The unexpected yearning he’d instantly stirred in her deepest femininity would pack her article with the punch that promised to make her one of the most successful writers in Illicit’s history.

			“Let me rephrase. I’d like to start with Adrian,” she said firmly, “and if I hit a brick wall, I’ll shift gears.”

			“As you see fit.” Azure’s feline smile didn’t quite reach her eyes as she rose to her feet. “He’s all yours until one o’clock this afternoon, and then you must let him go. His schedule is full, as is his waiting list.”

			Billie hesitated. “What if I need more than one day?”

			Azure moved toward the hall, her attention clearly elsewhere now. “Talk with my secretary, Maria, and we’ll see what we can arrange.”

			“I don’t have to monopolize his working hours,” Billie said quickly. “Maybe I could meet with him on his day off.”

			Azure’s laughter floated across the lobby like low-pitched chimes. “Ms. Cort, it won’t take you long to find out just how many brick walls you’ll hit with Adrian even here, in the place where he feels most anonymous. He would never agree to meet with a reporter on his personal time. Besides, I can’t imagine you’ll need him longer than a few hours. He’ll be very cooperative with the questions he’s prepared to answer, but I don’t want him pushed beyond that. He works long nights, and I won’t have you exhausting him. He needs to be on his toes, tonight especially.”

			Billie nodded, squelching the urge to ask what was so important about a Monday night in mid-August, when even the leaves on the trees wilted from the heat. Perhaps a visiting celebrity held an appointment? Or royalty, for that matter. Anything was possible. Whatever it was, Azure Elan held a tight rein on her property, and Adrian had obviously helped to make her a wealthy woman. Billie jotted a mental note to question him on his relationship with the proprietor.

			“Good luck, Ms. Cort.” Azure paused at the edge of the corridor and glanced back, her pale gaze lingering on Billie. “Enjoy yourself. Adrian has a wonderful way of sliding beneath a woman’s skin. I’d be prepared for anything if I were you.” With a parting wave, she glided down the hall, her white, silky tunic floating like diaphanous wings around her willowy figure, leaving the scent of Chanel No. 5 in her wake.

			Ten heartbeats passed—inexplicably rapid heartbeats—and Adrian reappeared, this time at the foot of the winding staircase, so silent in his descent that Billie was caught unaware. She jumped up from the sofa.

			“I startled you,” he said.

			“Yes.” She rested a damp palm against her pounding heart and leaned to retrieve the notebook that had slipped from the outside pocket of her attaché. “I think I’ve been in a state of surprise since I walked into this place.”

			Her bald admission brought a smile to his mouth. “You don’t frequent private women’s clubs?”

			“Not on Mondays,” she said with a wry grin. “Bear with me, Mister . . .”

			“Just Adrian.” He regarded her with open curiosity without moving from the foot of the stairs, and Billie returned the look, holding his gaze even as tiny currents of sexual awareness threaded down her spine.

			His hair, damp from the shower, was brushed away from his patrician features. The white cotton shirt he wore was unbuttoned at the throat, sleeves rolled to the elbows, exposing dark, corded forearms that spoke of sun and strength. His khaki pants fit him smoothly, creased perfectly down the front, cuffs breaking just right at the top of his gleaming loafers. Casual elegance.

			The faint, herbal scent of shampoo and expensive cologne tickled her senses from all the way across the room.

			Extending a hand to her, palm up, he said, “Come upstairs.”

			She grabbed her briefcase and took a step toward him. “You don’t have a last name?”

			“Everyone has a last name.” His hand hovered in the air, waiting. He was forcing her to cross the marble floor to meet him, and like a luna moth drawn to a midnight moon, she drifted toward him.

			When she reached him, she took his hand and looked up into his face. “Is it Jones? Smith? Or Brown?”

			His lips twitched. “None of the above.”

			“And you won’t tell me?”

			“It’s not necessary information.”

			She tilted her head, studying his angular features. “You don’t look like an Adrian.”

			His smile broadened. “Imagine that.”

			“More like a Carlos, or a Juan, or a Diego.”

			“Those are Hispanic names.”

			“Aren’t you Hispanic?”

			“I’m anything you want me to be.” His gaze flickered beyond Billie’s shoulder for an instant, then returned to her face. “But for the record, Azure names all the companions.”

			As if on cue, a door at the end of the hall clicked open, but from where she stood, Billie saw no one in the narrow passageway.

			Adrian’s eyes burned into hers. “Are you ready to begin?”

			What a question. How many other ladies had he asked in that very same way, for very different reasons?

			She nodded mutely and followed him away from the hall, up the elegant, sweeping staircase that led to a woman’s deepest secrets.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			It took me three months to get an appointment with you,” Billie said from a plaid wingback chair, watching Adrian as he knelt in front of a small refrigerator. “Azure told me your schedule stays full.”

			“But I’m free now.” He withdrew a pitcher of orange juice and straightened to his full height. Six feet or so, she guessed. He looked as well suited to the elegant bedroom as the handsome, ecru-striped comforter and matching draperies. “Have you had breakfast?” he asked over the splash of juice filling the glass. “How about a croissant? A bagel?”

			“I don’t eat breakfast.”

			“Then you should drink something.” He returned to the sitting area in front of the fireplace and handed her a crystal glass.

			She eyed its orange, pulpy contents. “This looks too healthy for the likes of me. I’m fairly sure coffee runs through my veins.”

			“Is that why your hands are shaking?”

			Embarrassed, Billie shrugged and took a sip of the chilled juice. “Let’s start with basic information.” She set the glass on a tiny round table and reached into her attaché for a handheld recorder. “How old are you?”

			Cradling his own glass in his hands, he sat on an identical chair across from her. “Twenty-eight.”

			Ageless to a hungry woman’s eyes. “And your background . . . do you have a degree?”

			“An undergraduate degree in sociology. Further educational pursuits were interrupted by all this . . . opportunity.” He gestured to the plush surroundings.

			To her left, a marble-mantel fireplace spanned half the wall. Reproduction paintings in ornate frames flanked what appeared to be a bathroom door across the room. The damask curtains were drawn on all four windows, with only a sliver of morning sun peeking through the heavy silk material.

			No personal touches anywhere. Nothing to mark the surroundings as Adrian’s, just cool elegance. Billie’s gaze darted back to his face. “Is this your personal room?”

			“Yes.”

			“But you don’t live here.”

			“I have another residence in the city.”

			“I see.” She withdrew a pen from her briefcase and scrawled notes across a tiny, spiral-bound pad. His answers stirred new questions. “Do you live with anyone?”

			At his silence, she looked up and found him smiling.

			“I live with Rudy,” he said.

			Billie’s eyebrows rose. “Your . . . lover?”

			“My Labrador.”

			She returned her attention to her notepad. “Azure said you wouldn’t answer personal questions.”

			“It depends on what they are.” He took another swallow of orange juice and ran a thumb across his bottom lip, his dark gaze steady on her face. “I’ll let you know if you cross the line.”

			Without directly meeting his eyes, Billie said, “Are you bisexual?”

			He didn’t seem surprised by the question. “That’s a loose term nowadays, Ms. Cort.”

			“But do you have sex with men?”

			“No.”

			“Have you ever?”

			“I could be very wealthy if I did things differently, but the answer is no.”

			“You must be doing something right,” Billie pointed out. “Your clothes, your style, everything about you speaks of money.”

			“I’m comfortable. I buy what I need, and I want for nothing material.”

			“So what do you want for, Adrian?”

			Their eyes locked, and her heart stuttered just once before it thundered into a reckless dance behind her breast. She burned all over, as though her entire being had passed through a flame.

			He leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees. “What does any man want?” he asked softly, searching her face as though the answer could be found there. “Or any woman?”

			Billie breathed in his cologne. Soft musk, a hint of patchouli. “A home. Nice things. A family. Someone to love.”

			“Three out of four isn’t bad.” His lashes dropped as he considered the glass in his hands. “What else, Ms. Cort?”

			“Will you tell me about your family?”

			His gaze returned to her face, shuttered. “No.”

			“Do you love anyone?”

			“My family,” he said, and the slight narrowing of his eyes warned her away from the topic.

			After several more minutes of stop and go, Billie landed on the subject of Azure Elan, and some of the tension left his broad shoulders as he sat back in the chair’s winged embrace, his long legs stretched out before him.

			“I met Azure at a party when I was a college student. By working for her, I was able to pay for my undergrad education.”

			“And you went to work for her, knowing fully what a companion at Avalon does?”

			“Yes. But I began here as a bartender, not sure if I wanted the lifestyle. Gradually, thanks to the generous attention and support of some of the patrons . . .” He arched a brow and left the thought hanging.

			Billie made a note on her pad. “The clients suggested that Azure promote you?”

			“A few weeks into my employment, yes.”

			“That didn’t take long.”

			A smile tugged at his mouth. “No. The vote of confidence was quite flattering.”

			She moved the recorder to the table by her elbow. “What’s your relationship with Azure?”

			“She’s my employer,” he said. “The boss.”

			Billie raised her brows. “And nothing more?”

			“Nothing more.”

			“What about before? When she first hired you?” When he stared back at her without responding, she added, “Adrian, I need to capture as much of your world as possible in a few short hours. In your line of work, doesn’t a club owner like Azure sample what she offers her customers?”

			“Maybe you should ask Azure.”

			It was too soon to plumb that particular shadowy corner. She could come back to it. Her next question would probably meet with the same stony dead end, but it was worth a shot. “You sleep with a lot of women,” she began, drawing aimless scrolls on her notepad. “Do you ever find yourself . . . personally involved?”

			Adrian shifted to set his glass on a nearby table. “Ms. Cort, every woman I’ve ever touched has elicited some sort of response from me. Sometimes it’s romantic. Sometimes companionable. Other times it’s passionate, because what male with blood running through his veins could help it? Despite the unique and misunderstood nature of my position, I’m a man like any other. Women move me. All women, in one way or another.”

			Yet he seemed so detached. She couldn’t picture him riled or moved or emotional, despite his eloquent claims. She scribbled a few words, clicked her pen twice, then sat back to study him. Her attention wandered lower, to the triangle of skin at his open collar, to the fine, dark hair that sprinkled his forearms, to his fingers, skilled in pleasure, which had touched a thousand women. For an instant she imagined them on her. Pulling away her beige linen suit jacket, tugging the silk shell from her skirt, sliding beneath to soothe her burning skin. Every nerve in her body danced.

			Clearing her throat, she crossed one knee over the other and subtly squeezed to ease the ache building between her thighs. “I think I’ll take you up on that bagel now,” she said.

			* * *

			An hour later, Billie clicked off the digital recorder and tucked a wave of hair behind her ear. “Let’s take a break.”

			He stood, laced his fingers behind his head, and gave a shuddering stretch. He reminded her of a panther, glossy and primal. Darkness lingered beneath his elegant surface, made Billie acutely aware of herself, her surroundings, her words. Almost as though she should protect herself, and yet she couldn’t identify the danger.

			“Are you getting the information you’re after?” he asked as she stood and roamed the perimeter of the room.

			“Most of it, anyway.” She kept her tone light, even as she sensed his regard moving over her like a warm current. “You’re not an easy subject.”

			“What haven’t I told you, besides a few personal details?”

			“Your life story.”

			“Hmm.” His lips curved in a smile. “What else?”

			“A client’s experience. I mean minute by minute. Since the members here guard their privacy like the crown jewels, maybe you could fill me in on the more graphic details when we resume.”

			“I thought you’d never ask.”

			She purposely avoided his eyes and studied the fine furnishings as she wandered, trailing her fingers along gilded edges and sleek, polished wood. The king-sized four-poster bed held a feather mattress so thick, it rose two feet from the box springs.

			At the bathroom door, she paused. “May I?”

			“Go ahead.”

			Cautiously, she peeked inside the room and caught her breath. Her reflection leaped back at her from every angle, surrounded by travertine marble.

			“This is incredible.” She stepped inside and turned a slow circle, taking in the twin marble washbasins, granite-topped vanities, gleaming gold-leafed fixtures. The walls were covered entirely in mirrors. A bathtub, large enough for six adults, sat catty-cornered in an alcove, engulfed in exotic plants.

			In the corner of the tub, rising from the foliage, a three-foot Kouros statue stood ready to spout water from its palms with a turn of the gilded fixtures at its foot.

			“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Billie said when a hundred reflections of Adrian appeared behind her. “Where do those doors lead?”

			He crossed to three knobs jutting unobtrusively from the mirrors. “One holds a toilet and bidet. This one’s a closet. And this one—” He flung open the door. “This is a shower.”

			Billie moved beside him and peered into the dim chamber. The entire space was tiled in alabaster, with double showerheads extending from each of three sides. “My God. You could throw a party in here.”

			“Perceptive.” When her gaze flew to his, he smiled. “How old are you, Billie?”

			“Thirty-three.”

			“With such innocent eyes for a cutthroat Illicit reporter.”

			She studied his expression, found it sincere. “Despite rumors to the contrary, not all of us fit the hard-hitting mold.”

			“I see that.” He reached up and brushed an errant strand of hair from her cheek, a tender gesture that caught her completely off guard. “And I like it.”

			She couldn’t quite catch her breath. They stood too close in the shower doorway. His presence, his delicious heat, stole her oxygen. “Don’t tell anyone you figured me out,” she said abruptly, using wry humor to defuse her own shaken response. “It’s a sign of weakness in this business to let anyone know you have a heart.”

			“Of course it is.” Frown lines creased his brow as his thumb lingered at the curve of her cheek. “Our industries share more than a few stray similarities.”

			They stared at each other a moment longer, then Billie swallowed and looked away from his dark gaze. “That tub looks wonderful.” She moved toward it as an excuse to break the thick, too-intimate moment. “Do your clients like it?”

			“I’ve never entertained a woman who didn’t.” A note of mild amusement edged his words as he followed and stopped beside her. “It has special jets. Take a look.”

			Billie stepped up on the marble platform, her hand gliding over the plush stack of Egyptian cotton towels nearby. “I haven’t seen a whirlpool tub like this before.”

			“Only six exist in the world. Specially designed for Avalon.” Stepping up behind her, Adrian leaned to twist a gold knob. Instantly, steaming water splashed into the tub.

			Billie’s lips curved into a smile. No ten-minute wait for the tap to run warm. Within seconds, four inches of water undulated beneath her hand. “This is heavenly.” She fluttered her fingers through the steady, massaging waves.

			“And this,” Adrian said as he pressed a button hidden behind the Kouros, “is ecstasy.”

			Plumes of water shot from myriad jets placed strategically at the back, sides, and bottom of the tub. Rhythmic spurts. Billie stared at it, illicit images dancing through her mind. “The special jets, I presume?”

			Adrian merely smiled and led her hand back to the water, turning it so that a spray pulsed against her palm.

			The vibration hammered through her veins, down low in her stomach. Lower. Her knees weakened, and the most obtuse question of all time slid from her lips. “What’s . . . so special about them?”

			His mouth brushed her ear. “Why don’t you take off your clothes and find out?”

			She already felt naked, standing there with her hand shoved against the undulating jet and Adrian’s hot, hard body a narrow inch behind hers. “Because this is an interview.”

			“All right. Let me see if I can put it into words.” It sounded like a threat. Before she could reply, his free hand swept around to gently hold her abdomen as he eased her forward, closer to the tub.

			“The jets are positioned to accommodate the varying statures of our clients,” he murmured, his cheek against hers, his warm, spicy scent filling her senses. “They pulse and massage and caress in ways a man’s tongue cannot. The little railing here, and the niches for the feet, hold the woman in place while the jets stimulate her, and of course her companion is always her attendant, so she doesn’t even need to stand on her own if she chooses. All she has to concentrate on is how many orgasms she can achieve.”

			Tightening his hold on her waist to keep her from slipping over the edge, he guided Billie’s hand from jet to jet beneath the water, sampling each one, his voice growing husky over the gentle hum of the hidden motor. “This one provides direct stimulation and brings a quick, intense orgasm. This one has a timed delay. A tease, if you like. But the resulting climax is worth the wait.” He shifted her hand to a dual jet with a softer pressure that sprayed higher, over the surface of the water. “And this one stimulates the breasts, while below . . .”

			They dipped beneath the water again, where a tiny, sharp stream greeted Billie’s tingling palm, flickering up and down, up and down. The sensation on her palm echoed a phantom caress between her legs, and she felt herself go damp and quivery there, as though she floated in that roiling tub, spread open to that flickering stream of silken heat, anchored in buoyant water against the hard, hungry body of her waiting companion.

			Adrian.

			His fingers burned her waist through the silk of her blouse, and perspiration beaded her skin, between her breasts, the nape of her neck, the small of her back, as his tone dropped impossibly lower. “Are you making note of all this, Ms. Cort?”

			Oh God, was the response that welled on her lips, and even though she withheld it, he seemed to hear her as if she’d groaned aloud.

			“The tub is almost filled.” He nuzzled her cheek, his slick fingers trailing beads of water up her wrist when he drew her hand from the tub. “Last chance.”

			Her eyelids slid closed. “But I have so little time to get what I need from you.”

			The faltering statement rang out in the bathroom, vulnerable and raw and needful.

			Humiliated, Billie straightened in his embrace and turned to glare at him. “We’re wasting time. Let’s get back to the interview.”

			“I wasn’t aware that we’d digressed.” Adrian stepped down from the tub, handed her a towel, and reached for another to dry his own hands. “You asked me to tell you about the jets.”

			“Adrian, please.” Billie squelched the frustration rising within her. She didn’t want this man to group her with the clients and conquests and hungry-eyed females passing him on the street, yet how was she different? She was one of the few who’d sought him not for his lovemaking, but for his story, his truths. And now all she could think about was the sensation of his lips against her ear, his breath warm, his words like fingers stroking her nerves, stroking her skin . . .

			Get it together, Billie.

			“Let’s go back to the other room,” she said, a light suggestion to banish the tension choking the air.

			He didn’t speak, and for an alarming moment, she thought he would end the interview, show her to the door. Perhaps she’d breached some boundary after all, simply by telling him no.

			Rejection for such a man wasn’t food for power.

			With a half glance in her direction, Adrian finally tossed the towels on the counter and motioned brusquely toward the doorway. Once again seated in the bedroom, he waited in silent observation while Billie activated the recorder with trembling fingers.

			Pressing the record button, she looked up at him. His steady regard bathed her in heat. He wasn’t finished toying with her. A carnal shiver worked its way up her spine and her nipples hardened beneath the linen jacket.

			As if he knew, Adrian said, “Why don’t you take off your jacket and get comfortable?”

			Billie opened her mouth to decline, but found herself sliding the material off her shoulders. Painfully aware of his observation, she wriggled out of the jacket, folded it, and laid it across the arm of her chair. When she turned back to him, he said, “Now your shoes.”

			“Oh, I’m—”

			“You’ve got until one o’clock to interview me.” He rose from the chair, knelt in front of her, and lifted her foot against his crotch. “That’s a whole morning in these torture devices,” he said, slipping the shoe off and setting it beside the marble hearth. His palm caressed her bare sole. “Now the other.”

			Speechless, Billie let him remove her other shoe and closed her eyes at the desire that sizzled through her. The simple touch at her foot left her aroused and aching. How could any woman survive making love with this man? Just the flashing image brought a groan to her lips, one she barely suppressed.

			“That’s better.” He considered her face for a moment before he straightened and seated himself again.

			Billie glanced blindly at the notes in her lap. “Uh . . . where was I? Tell me about your clients.”

			The topic sent a bevy of emotions skittering across his features: amusement, aversion, interest, resignation. He folded his hands across his lean stomach as he searched for the answer. “They range in age from twenty-one to fifty, with most in their forties. Accomplished businesswomen. Doctors, diplomats, attorneys, politicians. Rich, lonely housewives.”

			“Married women,” Billie said.

			“Many of them, yes. So alone in their marriages they have to seek intimacy from a total stranger.”

			“And pay for it too.”

			“Yes.”

			She stared at her notepad again and closed it with a sigh, knowing she couldn’t concentrate on the questions she’d scribbled there earlier. “Tell me about a typical visit with a client.”

			Adrian rested his head against the back of the wingback chair, his features shadowed. “First the client has to present a clean bill of health. Blood test, the whole nine yards.”

			“And you?”

			“Every six weeks I see a physician, have a complete blood workup. It’s all in my file downstairs, which you’re welcome to examine. Every companion has a file for the clientele’s reference.”

			“Okay.” She made a mental note to stop by Azure’s office after the interview. “So when the client arrives for her appointment, how does she choose you?”

			“She looks at pictures during a preliminary meeting with Azure or her secretary, Maria. She reads files, bios, asks questions. Then she makes her appointment.”

			“And then what?”

			Adrian shifted and the candlelight glow from the brass chandelier touched his profile. “I meet her at the time and place she specifies. Parties, gallery openings, the opera. Sometimes here at Avalon, and sometimes in a restaurant or bar. Whatever she wants.”

			Billie tried to picture such a rendezvous and a current of forbidden excitement surged through her. “Do you ever travel to meet these women?”

			“As far as Prague. Once a year I meet a particular client there. And recently, twice to London.” His thumb rubbed at an errant thread on the arm of the chair. “You do understand that not all of these women seek sex. Some want a companion for business and social events. Some just want male company.”

			“I see.”

			He glanced at her. “Do you? You look doubtful.”

			“That’s because . . .” Billie shook her head and laughed. “To be completely frank, Adrian, I can’t understand a woman hiring you and spending hours in your company without entertaining sexual thoughts.”

			“Is that what you’re doing, Billie?” His lashes shielded the expression in his gaze as it dropped to her mouth. “The conditions are different, but the potential is there. Although it’s through your work, you’ve hired me. And although it’s for the sake of an article, you’re spending hours in my company. Are you entertaining sexual thoughts?”

			No answer she could summon would save her pride. “That bathtub number you pulled on me was pretty potent.”

			His brow quirked. “You liked that, did you?”

			Cheeks flaming, she changed the subject. “Once you meet the client, what happens?”

			“That’s a broad question. I’d rather walk you through it.” His voice was soft, his features hidden again in shadow as he let his head drop back. “We could leave no stone unturned, if you’d allow it.”

			Billie lowered her gaze, heart hammering. “I’d rather stay on track.”

			He was silent for a long time, watching her from the shadowed depths of the wingback chair. Then he said, “The course of the evening all depends on the client. Let’s say you’ve made the appointment, Billie. What would you want to do, the very first thing?”

			She swallowed and searched for an honest answer. “I guess I would want to get acquainted with you.”

			“So we’d go out to dinner. Have a drink. Or if you seemed particularly tense, like you do right now—”

			“I’m not tense,” she protested.

			“But we’re speaking hypothetically, aren’t we?” His knowing smile silenced her. “If I sensed you were uptight, I would suggest we have a drink here, in this room, without any distractions. We would talk, just like we’re doing now. Then . . .” With one graceful movement, he got to his feet and gazed down at her. “Do you like to dance, Billie?”

			“Sometimes.” Inside she quaked, but damned if she didn’t sound positively cool.

			With that same mild humor playing around his mouth, Adrian crossed to the armoire and pulled open the doors. “Before anything happens between us,” he said, reaching inside to switch on a stereo, “may I have this dance?”

			Tony Bennett’s mellow croon floated from invisible speakers buried in the ceiling. Adrian returned to her, took her hand, and tugged her to her feet. “In a typical scenario, the client would probably say yes.”

			“I have two left feet,” she said huskily.

			“It’s just a dance, Billie. Say yes.”

			Tony Bennett’s voice slid around the notes of the ballad. Adrian’s regard slid around her desires, the inhibitions that kept them firmly imprisoned, and set them free.

			“Yes,” she whispered.

			Leading her to the middle of the room, he tucked her hands against his chest and drew her against him, and Billie discovered her nose fit perfectly in the curve of his neck.

			They danced. As the ballad faded and another, sultrier refrain painted the room with notes of seduction, she clung to him and let him lead. Her former fiancé, Ted, had always complained that she didn’t know how to follow. Time and again at social functions he’d stalk off the dance floor, leaving her marooned and embarrassed. And all because of her natural propensity to lead.

			The humiliation seemed like a distant dream now, and Ted, a wispy phantom. Following Adrian’s slow, swaying movements was suddenly the easiest thing she’d ever done. Playacting, she told herself. He was allowing her to stand in a client’s shoes. But how far would he take this? How far would she let him?

			Her lashes fluttered open when his chin moved against her hair. “Ask me what happens next, Billie.”

			Separate of her will, her fingertips slid beneath his arms to surround his back, across cotton-covered muscle, drawing him closer. “What happens next?”

			“Nothing.” His whisper brushed her forehead, his embrace gentle, nonthreatening. “You’re too frightened. But I know what you want, how much you want it. I can take one look at you and know what you need.”

			“How?” She drew back to meet his gaze. “How can you know what a woman needs with just a look?”

			“Your eyes are a dead giveaway. You’re starving, Billie. For love. For sex. For attention. Who denied you all these things?” The truth exploded against her unguarded heart and she tried to pull away, but he held tight. “You wanted to know what a client experiences.”

			“I came here to research an article. I didn’t come for this.”

			“Maybe not, but it’s what you want now that you’re here. A woman never leaves here unsatisfied.”

			“But I’m not looking for sex. I’m not,” she repeated, needing to convince him. Needing to convince herself.

			“You should be.” His fingers brushed the stubborn wave of hair from her cheek, tender, comforting. Then he grasped her arms and brought them up around his neck, looped his own around her waist, and swayed her to the music again, pelvis to pelvis, his gaze locked on hers. “Have you ever asked for it?”

			She made a scornful sound. “I’m a woman in her thirties. What do you think?”

			“I think you don’t know how.”

			Her silence was her confession.

			Moving with a suddenness that alarmed her, Adrian caught her chin in his fingers and forced her gaze to meet his. “All you have to do is say three little words, Billie. I want you. You can whisper them in my ear, and nobody has to know but you and me. Nobody will know what we do in this room. You can have anything, everything. The way you like it, over and over. Just say it.”

			Mesmerized, she stared up at him, her throat dry with desire.

			“Say it,” he whispered, his ferocity softening, melting into sinuous intent. His fingers crept through her hair and cradled the back of her head as he leaned to kiss her chin, her jaw. “I can give you anything.”

			Desperation and carnal need rose in a huge wave and shoved the words into her throat. “I want . . .” She tried to swallow and failed. “I don’t know. I just want.”

			His hand left her hair and slid down her neck, her spine, down, down, to rest on the curve of her buttock. Then he pulled her tight against him, tighter than before, and for the first time Billie was aware of something more than her own desire. The quickened rush of his breath, his heartbeat thundering beneath his muscled chest, the hard press of his erection through linen and khaki and skin. Adrian wanted too. He wanted her. Or any woman. He could have anyone.

			“No—” She cupped her hand against his mouth to halt its descent. It brushed against her palm, warm and soft, before he grasped her wrist and drew her thumb between his lips, let his tongue slide over it once, twice, then sucked it deeper into silken, wet heat . . .

			Frantic, she jerked away and found herself by the fireplace again with six safe feet between them. She tried to berate him for invading her desires, probing her mind, sucking on her thumb like that, for God’s sake . . . but she couldn’t form the words.

			Nor did Adrian speak. Tony Bennett was the only one with something to say, and he crooned unobtrusively from the ceiling speakers as Billie gathered her attaché, jacket, and the recorder and slipped into her shoes.

			“I’m not comfortable with the route this interview has taken,” she said without looking at Adrian.

			“You’re not comfortable with the truth,” he replied.

			The tape recorder slipped from her trembling fingers and cracked against the hearth. She swiped it from the floor to examine it, jabbing the buttons to no avail. It was a cheap model. Something had broken. Inside the recorder. Inside her. “That’s an hour of interviewing down the toilet,” she muttered.

			“Then you’ll come back.”

			She turned to look at him and found his black gaze watchful, unreadable. “This article could make my career. I have to come back.”

			He retrieved a pad and pen from the bedside table and scribbled something, then tore off a sheet and handed it to her. “My private cell phone number, Billie. Call me and I’ll be more than happy to schedule another meeting with you.”

			Disarmed, she stared at the paper. “You can do that? Even with your busy agenda?”

			“For you, I would.”

			She folded the paper and slipped it into her attaché, her indignation defused. “And the next time we meet, we’ll conduct our appointment with utter professionalism, right?”

			His smile was grim. “Speak for yourself, Ms. Cort.”

			She opened her mouth to reply, then shut it and turned away to put on her jacket. Nothing she could say would restore her defenses. When he showed her downstairs to the door, all courtesy and civility again, she emerged into the too-bright afternoon sun on shaky legs, no doubt like the numerous other clients leaving Adrian’s seductive embrace.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Adrian held aside the lobby window’s drapery, his attention focused on the slightly stiff posture of the slender woman retreating from Avalon. Even the soft fall of footsteps on the marble tile behind him failed to draw his attention, and he didn’t move until a soft male voice brushed his ear.

			“Who is she?” Lucien murmured, staring over Adrian’s shoulder at Billie Cort’s departing figure.

			“No one. A reporter.” Adrian’s gaze followed her as she crossed the street and disappeared around the corner, then he sighed, let the sheer panel fall, and glanced at his friend. “You’re here early.”

			“Boss’s orders. I’m on probation these days.” Lucien scraped a hand through his tousled dark hair and offered a wry smile, but Adrian noted the tremble of his fingers, the shadows beneath his red-rimmed eyes.

			“You’re hung over.” A flat, disapproving observation.

			Lucien’s gaze darted away. “Hot date last night.” He moved across the deserted lobby and busied himself flipping through the old-fashioned appointment book Azure had left on the desk. His white knit shirt was untucked and rumpled, hanging off his lean frame. He was too thin, the result of living off recreational drugs instead of food.

			“I want to know when you plan to recover between clients, Ad. The way Azure’s booked you, you’ll be going all night. And it’s only Monday.” He offered Adrian a crooked grin. “You ought to double up with some of these ladies. Bet they wouldn’t object.”

			Adrian didn’t respond, just watched him, his brows drawn down as he focused on the faint, bluish shadow that marred Lucien’s unshaven jaw. He knew better than to ask about the bruise; Lucien would inevitably react in ferocious defense, as he did whenever Adrian questioned him about his ever-growing proclivity toward drugs, alcohol, and danger. Especially danger. Whoever Lucien was spending his free nights with had a combustible temper. It wasn’t the first time Adrian had noticed bruising on his friend’s face.

			“So why was a reporter here?” Lucien asked, finally meeting Adrian’s eyes.

			Adrian sauntered toward the reception desk. “She’s doing an article on a day in the life of a male escort. She writes for Illicit.”

			Lucien’s dark brows shot up. “Juicy magazine. Even juicier reporter. I caught a good view of her shapely little ass when she hightailed it out of here. Plan on giving her a sample of what it’s all about to be you?”

			A sudden vision of Billie Cort’s big green eyes flashed across Adrian’s mind and he sucked in a soft breath. He’d wanted her, and the attraction had caught him completely off guard. She wasn’t an extraordinary beauty. She wasn’t refined and elite and willow-thin. No plastic surgeon had touched the laugh lines around her eyes, or the small breasts curving gently beneath her tailored blouse.

			She was real. A glimpse of the past, when life was simpler, cleaner, and more truthful. She was vulnerable and pretty.

			She was dangerous.

			Adrian offered his friend a rueful smile. “I tried to give her a freebie, but she wouldn’t have me.”

			Lucien laughed. “Now that’s refreshing. Maybe you should’ve gotten her number.”

			“I’ll see her again. The interview’s not finished.” He hesitated, his humor fading. “You should rest before you go to work, Luke.”

			“Now, now. Don’t let Azure hear you calling me by my good Christian name.”

			“I’m serious. You look like hell.”

			Lucien shrugged. “I’ve got a couple hours. I’ll suck down some of Consuela’s Brazilian blend and take a cool shower. Joe’s got some stuff too that’ll wake me up in a hurry.”

			Reproach tightened the muscles in Adrian’s jaw. “Couldn’t work better than a decent night’s sleep and a good hot meal, and you know it.”

			“Yeah, but it’s faster and a hell of a lot more fun.”

			Adrian stared at him, speechless with a sick, confused disgust, and for a moment the two men stood with gazes locked, the air between them heavy with a nameless provocation.

			Then Lucien looked away, rubbing his arms as though he were chilled. “You really ought to relax, Ad. Join the party once in a while. This is a lifestyle most men would kill for.”

			“I sure as hell wouldn’t covet yours.”

			“How would you know when you’ve never tasted the real thing?”

			The heavy innuendo was all Adrian needed to push him past tolerance. He started toward the staircase, too incensed by his friend’s flippant disregard for his own well-being to stand another minute of it.

			“So I take it you don’t want to grab some lunch with me?” Lucien called after him, the question heavy with sarcasm.

			“No,” Adrian said without looking back. “I seem to have lost my appetite.”

			Upstairs, he closed himself in his room, fixed a drink, and sank down on one of the wingback chairs. In a matter of hours, his first client of the night would arrive. Sandra Rochaille, wife of a French envoy, visited Avalon every six months like clockwork. Lush, blonde, and insatiable, she had initially captivated Adrian with her long limbs and lack of inhibition. But Sophie’s predilections rode the edge between adventurous and aberrant, and the last time she’d left Adrian’s bed, he’d felt . . . dirty.

			Faint discomfort ran through him. Too close to shame. A black shadow he never allowed to seep into his conscience.

			Of course, the whole morning had been one of failed defenses. Again he thought of the reporter, at the wonder in her green gaze when she’d slowly circled the luxurious bathroom. Despite a hint of cynicism that spoke of a broken heart, she’d exuded a sort of innocence that Adrian found utterly provocative. If she’d let him, he would have stripped her down to see what dwelled beneath. Sweetness, something told him. Vulnerability. She’d struggled with her own desire standing in the circle of his arms.

			He ran a hand over his face and inhaled.
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