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“I Came Back Because Of You, Hayden.”

Because she’d never really forgotten him. “I can’t
move on. Not until I figure out what went wrong
between us.”

He looked at her with that electric gaze of his. “Hell,
Shelby, that’s an easy one.”

“Please don’t say it again. I wish I had the money to
pay your father back.”

He narrowed his eyes and walked toward her. “So
what do you say to some sort of reparation? You give
me what I paid for.”

“What your father paid for,” she said quietly.

“I paid for it in ways you can never understand.”

But she did and it made her ache to realize it. “A night
of sex? Is that what you want? I don’t think I’'m

worth a million dollars.”

Hayden stood within an inch of her now. “Not a
night,” he whispered. “How about a week?”
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One

Long legs, expensive silk hose and the kind of hips that
he could sink his fingers into. She had it all. She always
had. Hayden still couldn’t believe Shelby Anne Paxton
was here in his kingdom. He’d never thought to see her
again.

Her calves were well formed, tapering down to trim
ankles and a pair of stilettos that sent his libido into
overdrive.

The Chimera Hotel and Casino was his life. The 24/7
world of Vegas had always been his home. He wouldn’t
do anything to jeopardize the success of the hotel and ca-
sino. He’d sacrificed to make it into one of the premier
destinations on the Vegas Strip. And he owed it all to this
woman who hadn’t believed in him and to his father.
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Hayden had made the Chimera the number-one ca-
sino in Vegas to prove that their lack of faith wasn’t an
obstacle in getting what he wanted from life.

His entire operation was first-class, right down to the
hotel’s own shopping wing, which housed only sophis-
ticated retailers. Always expanding and changing, it
was about to add Bécheur d’Or, a high-end lingerie
boutique.

Bécheur d’Or was on the fast track to the top. It’s
owners, Paige Williams and Shelby, had been profiled
in Entrepreneur magazine earlier this year. Apparently
Shelby had made more of his money than he’d ever ex-
pected her to.

But it had been Paige with whom he’d spoken to
cinch the deal, and Paige with whom he’d met to sign
the contract. Funny that Shelby had shown up here and
now, especially considering he’d never expected her
back in Vegas after she’d left him standing at the altar.

A long, low wolf whistle jolted Hayden back to the
present and the hallway outside the newest merchandise
location at the Chimera. “Well, well, well. What have
we here?”

Hayden turned to see the tall, lean, dark-haired form
of his best friend stroll up. Pain tightened in his gut. He
didn’t want even Deacon Prescott to know who this
woman was. He’d simply referred to her as the gold dig-
ger that one time he’d gotten drunk and talked to Dea-
con about his marriage.

Hayden glanced at Deacon and fought the surge of
possessiveness swamping him. “You’re a married man.”
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“Definitely. But that doesn’t mean I'm dead. Be-
sides, Kylie knows I'd never stray.”

Deacon and Kylie had been married for almost two
years now and things were going well. They were the
exception to Hayden’s golden rule that marriage was a
business deal.

“No, you wouldn’t,” Hayden said more to himself
than to Deacon. Deacon had found something that Hay-
den would never admit he’d once wanted. His friend had
found forever love and happiness. As for Hayden...well,
he’d learned his lesson long ago.

Still, Hayden didn’t begrudge his friend. Deacon had
come a long way from the man Hayden had first met
several years ago. A long way from the mob enforcer
who’d wanted to go straight, longing for a better life that
he didn’t know how to find. Now Deacon owned the
Golden Dream, a very successful resort and casino that
was second only to the Chimera in terms of success.

Deacon had also found love and seemed to buy into
the whole illusion of it since his marriage. Hayden knew
better then to try it himself.

He wished the ending for his own story had been as
happy, but reality had a way of making sure the scales
were kept firmly balanced. And to Hayden’s way of
thinking, if you grew up with every luxury money could
buy but a father who couldn’t seem to love you, then
something had to give. For Hayden it had always been
the softer things.

“Are you going to go inside or just stand in the door-
way?” Deacon asked.
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Normally he’d walk on by, but not today. “I’m wait-
ing for the right moment.”

“And that would be when?” Deacon asked.

“When you get the hell out of here.”

“You didn’t leave me alone when I went after Kylie.”

“Hey, we had a bet. I had to keep tabs on you,” Hay-
den said. He’d bet Deacon that Kylie wouldn’t marry
him. It was one of the few times that Hayden had lost
when he’d gambled, but he hadn’t minded the loss.

“Want to make another wager?” Deacon asked. “Only
this time—"

“I’m not looking for Ms. Right like you were.”

“Why aren’t you, Mac?” Deacon asked. His friend
always called him by that nickname. It was a holdover
from when they’d first met and Deacon had needled
Hayden about being the “Mac Daddy.” The big guy
with lots of cash.

“You know I already tried marriage and didn’t find
it to my liking,” he said, playing off the incident as if it
were nothing more than a minor inconvenience, instead
of a life-defining moment.

“But you didn’t make it to the finish line, so to
speak,” Deacon said.

“I got close enough,” Hayden said. No woman was
ever again going to get him to stand in front of a church
full of his friends and family and wait for her. There
were few feelings he could recall as clearly as the hu-
miliation and anger that had simmered in his gut as he’d
faced all of his guests and told them that the bride wasn’t
coming.
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Was it getting closer to forty that was catching up
with him or was it Deacon’s happy union?

“That doesn’t mean it won’t work with another wom-
an. This one looks fine.”

“Deacon, stop staring at her ass or I'm going to send
the surveillance video to Kylie.”

Deacon put his hands up and backed away. “I thought
you might want a little of the good life.”

“I think I’ve already got it.”

“Yeah, well, if you change your mind, I’'m here and
I’ve got good advice.”

“On what?”

“Romance.”

“I don’t need advice from you, Prescott.”

Deacon flipped him the finger and walked away.
Hayden leaned against the wall opposite the glass store-
front, continuing to watch the lady unpack her boxes.
Damn it had been a long time since any woman had got-
ten to him like this. Why did it have to be Shelby?

He couldn’t stand outside her shop forever, so he
pushed away from the wall and entered.

She straightened and her auburn hair fell in waves down
the middle of her back. She had a phone tucked between
her shoulder and ear as she pulled items from the open box.

“I haven’t seen him yet. I’ll check in on Friday like
we planned. Please don’t call me again.”

She disconnected the call, turned on her heel and
froze. Her jaw dropped and he knew she’d spotted him.
Her face went pale as she reached behind her and braced
one hand on the countertop, on top of her cell phone.
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He walked through the room with a long, easy stride
that he strove to keep nonchalant. He schooled his fea-
tures and forced himself to treat her the way he’d treat
any other businessperson who’d leased space from him.
He wasn’t a first-rate gambler for nothing. He knew how
to bluff with the best and how to keep his emotions un-
der wraps.

But he couldn’t resist slipping his hand deep into his
left pocket and rubbing the top of his left thigh where
he had a tiny tattoo of a medieval knight’s fist wrapped
around a bleeding heart. It was his constant reminder
that he no longer allowed his emotions to be a part of
his sexual relationships.

It took a lot of guts for Shelby to come back to Ve-
gas after what she’d done. It took the kind of gall of
someone who had nothing left to lose. And she’d not only
come back to his home turf but taken up residence in
his kingdom.

She was still the most beautiful woman he’d ever
seen. But she’d changed. Before, she’d been kind of
wild—more untamed. The kind of woman who’d made
his dad crazy because she was obviously eye candy.

God, he’d been an ass when he was younger. He
hoped like hell that Shelby hadn’t been aware of that
part of him. But he suspected she must’ve been. Other-
wise why would she have taken the million dollars his
dad offered and left him?

“What are you doing here?” he asked silkily.

“I own this place,” she said.

God, her voice was still soft and sweet. Everything
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he remembered about her was the same. She still
looked twenty-two. It wasn’t fair that time had been so
kind to her. He’d be able to handle this reunion a lot
better if she’d gained weight, had gray hair, something
like that.

“I'meant in Vegas,” he said, leaning in closer and put-
ting his hands on either side of her, caging her between
his body and the counter. Ten years had passed, but
right now it felt as if she’d just left him. That had been
more than enough time to get rid of any lingering an-
ger, but seeing her again had brought it all to the fore.
He wasn’t ready to let her go.

He’d never forgotten Shelby’s voice. The way it
sounded when she was happy. The way it deepened
when she came in his arms. Or the way she’d sounded
on the phone during that hurried conversation when
she’d explained that she had to leave.

“I’m working,” she said now.

“I remember a girl who used to say she’d never work
a day in her life.”

“I changed my mind. Money has a way of running out.”

“Even the cool million you took from my dad?” he
asked.

But when he saw the color leave her face and
watched her pupils dilate, he didn’t have the rush of
adrenaline that he’d thought he’d feel. Instead he felt big
and mean, like the bully his father had always been.

“Of course it did,” she said. But inside, a part of her
was aching. It had been easy to forget the implications
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of what she’d done while she’d lived on the East Coast.
Distance had provided a kind of barrier for her.

Shelby Anne Paxton stared at the man she’d almost
married for his money. She’d been looking for a rich
boy to marry and Hayden had been looking for a nice-
looking girl to annoy his dad. She couldn’t explain it
even now, but there’d been a connection between the
two of them that she’d always thought went deeper than
his money and her looks.

He’d changed in the last ten years but not nearly
enough. He still had a thick head of dark hair that
curled rakishly over one eye. He had bright blue eyes
that had always been able to see past her defenses,
and thick lips that made her remember how they’d felt
on hers.

Damn, where had that come from?

“Did you know this was my hotel?” he asked.

“Yes, I did,” she said softly. There was no way she
was going to tell him that his father had flown to Atlan-
ta and suggested she bid for this location. Suggested was
really too nice a term for what he’d done. Alan MacKen-
zie had practically blackmailed her into coming back
here. He’d threatened to leak the information about her
gold-digging past to several magazines. Bécheur d’Or
was gaining an international reputation for class, and the
last thing she needed was negative exposure. But Alan
had also dangled a carrot—he’d offered her anything
she wanted, within reason, if she agreed. Shelby knew
he expected her to ask for money.

Yes, Alan had pushed her to come back, and she had.
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But now that she was here, she wasn’t sure she should
have listened to him. The problem was, she still had an
obsession with Hayden. He was the man she thought of
late at night when she was alone.

“Then why are you here?”

“Um...” She couldn’t tell him the truth. Would he be-
lieve a part of it—that she needed some closure and to
pay him back for what he’d unknowingly given her by
asking her to marry him? If he hadn’t done that, Alan
would never have paid her the money she’d needed
to get started in business. Her exclusive line of boutiques
turned a huge profit and were considered a value-
added chain to many luxury resorts around the world.
All of that was thanks to this man.

“I’m waiting, Shelby. Tell me why you’re here. Are
you hoping to strike it rich again in Vegas?”

In ways he’d never understand.

He stood before her, seething with anger. But she
couldn’t explain why she was back. Or that she couldn’t
stay away once Alan had approached her.

She’d forgotten about the anger. Maybe because of
the way she’d left. Their last meeting had been a joy-
ous one. The night before their wedding. She swallowed
hard. She’d forgotten about her own emotions and how
hard they could be to deal with.

“When you say it like that—"

“You sound like the gold digger you are,” he finished
for her.

“Not anymore, Hayden. I’'m here because it’s a smart
business move.” She’d left him at the altar. Called him
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from the airport with his father’s check in her hand. How
was he ever going to forgive that?

“Nice touch with the boutique name,” he said after a
few moments had passed.

A brief smile played at her lips. Naming the shop
with the French word for “gold digger” had been her
idea. After all, she’d always been unflinchingly honest
when it came to what she was. She’d grown up too poor
to pretend that money meant nothing to her. “At the
time it seemed kind of tongue in cheek,” she explained.
“I mean, you know how I started out.”

“With nothing,” he said. She realized some of the an-
ger had faded from his eyes and he was looking at her
with something akin to lust.

Passion had never been the problem between them.
She’d always been the biggest obstacle in their relation-
ship. Only after a few years of therapy was she able to
see that they probably wouldn’t have lasted together
even if she hadn’t taken the payoff his father had of-
fered. Hayden had been more interested in having the
most attractive woman on his arm, and she’d been too
interested in having financial security. Their relationship
had been very shallow.

“And now you have this,” he said.

His aftershave hadn’t changed in all the years they’d
been apart. Still a spicy, masculine scent that she knew
he had custom blended in France.

“What do you want from me, Hayden?” she asked
when she realized he was staring down at her.

He lifted one of his hands and stroked down the side
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of her face. His touch was gentle. She stood still, fight-
ing the urge to close her eyes and lean into that hand.
Hayden had always been so gentle with her.

Something few other men ever had been.

He’d wanted a wife and she’d left him to deal with
their friends. She’d always felt guilty about that. She
doubted that Hayden wanted her back in his life.
Though now that they were face to face, she was begin-
ning to realize that was something she wanted.

“The wedding night we never had.”

“Sex?”

He nodded.

Shocked, she didn’t know what to say. The same
sensual spell he’d always cast around her surrounded
her now. She felt the force of his will and his desire. She
closed her eyes and opened her mouth, leaning toward
him before she realized what she was doing.

In Alan’s words she was supposed to bring some clo-
sure to Hayden and get him ready to find a nice girl and
settle down. Now that he was feeling his age, Alan
wanted grandkids and for his son to be happy. But Shel-
by knew Alan didn’t have her in mind.

She scooted away from Hayden but he reached out
for her again. The years fell away and she was sud-
denly that trailer-park girl wanting the golden boy
once again. And there was a part of her who still
wanted that man.

Since leaving Hayden she’d had two other relation-
ships—both with wealthy men—but things had never
really heated up. Her fault. She was the first to admit
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she didn’t trust her passionate side. Because the one
time she had, she’d lost her heart.

“Are you really looking for sex?”

He cocked his head to the side. “Yeah.”

“Is this only a revenge thing?” she asked. Because
she realized she wanted to say yes. She’d like nothing
better than to go to bed with Hayden, even with all the
years and anger between them.

“I'm not sure.”

“Thanks for not lying.” But then Hayden never had.
From the beginning he’d said he was the spoiled son of
a wealthy man. He’d been kind of immature in those
days but so had she. Hayden had also seemed like a
knight in shining armor. Shelby had known that even-
tually he’d wake up and realize he’d made a mistake in
marrying her.

“I’ll save that for you.”

This was more what she expected. She wrapped her
arms around her waist and backed farther away from
him. She bumped into one of the packing crates and al-
most lost her balance.

Hayden grabbed her arm and held her until she was
steady on her feet. She swallowed hard and tried not to
flinch from his touch. But there was nothing harsh in his
touch. Just a gentle hold.

“Okay?” he asked in that low, raspy voice of his that
never failed to send shivers down her spine.

“Yes. Thanks.”

They said nothing for a few minutes. Shelby tried to
marshal her thoughts. Tried to find her balance in a
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world that was suddenly out of whack. She glanced
around her boutique, her gaze falling on the poster ad-
vertising Puccini’s Madame Butterfly at the Met. Slow-
ly she let the familiar world she’d created soothe her
troubled soul.

She took a deep breath and stepped away from Hay-
den. As tempting as it was to fall into bed with the one
man who’d made her feel really feminine, really alive,
she knew she couldn’t. She’d changed from the girl she
was. No MacKenzie man was ever again going to make
her feel embarrassed about who she’d been.

She’d been afraid of being like her mom and in the end
that was exactly what she’d become. Someone who trad-
ed on her looks for money...for security. But she was a
different woman now. She made her own way in the world.
She was Hayden’s equal in every way that mattered.

“We can’t be together if you treat me, like...well, like
I suppose you have a right to. I'm really not into that
kind of pain.”

“Idon’t want to hurt you, Shelby. I never wanted that.”

She believed him. Despite his seemingly shallow
playboy attitude back then, he’d always treated her like
a lady. She couldn’t really explain it to anyone who
hadn’t grown up the way she had, but when your moth-
er dressed like a tramp and you had a rotating stable of
“uncles” in and out of your life, people treated you like
trash. But Hayden never had.

“It’s been ten years, Hayden. Why do we both still
feel like this?” she asked, realizing that Alan had done
her a huge favor by sending her back here.
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“Honestly, I don’t know.”

She tipped her head to the side and acknowledged
that despite the years she’d never really forgotten him.
“I came back because of you.”

He tipped his head to the side, not saying a word, just
watching her with that electric gaze of his.

She spoke again. “I can’t...move on until I figure out
what went wrong between us.”

“Hell, Shelby, that’s an easy one.”

“Please, don’t say it again. I wish I had the money to
pay your dad back so that it wouldn’t be an issue be-
tween us.”

He narrowed his eyes and walked toward her. “So
what do you say to some sort of compromise? You give
me what I paid for.”

“What your father paid for,” she said.

“I paid for it in ways you can never understand.”

But she did and it made her ache to realize it.

“A night of sex? I don’t think I’'m worth a million
dollars.”

“What about a week?” he asked.

“Sex and money. They were my mom’s downfall. [—
I couldn’t do that. If we’re going to try this again, I want
it to be a real relationship.”

He nodded. She saw understanding in his eyes and
she realized that if she was going to find any kind of
peace with him, it was going to be through bonds of
friendship. She wasn’t sure she could risk her emotions
with him. He’d made her feel so vulnerable. And she
didn’t want to be that woman again.
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“Have dinner with me, Shel. Let’s figure this thing
out.”

“It’s just a meal.”

“I have a lot of work to do here and a short time to
do it. I need to hire staff, finish unpacking.” The words
sounded like an excuse to her and she knew they were.
It was just that even though she’d planned to come back
to resolve the past, now that the moment was at hand,
she was afraid.

But her running days were over. And at the end of the
day, Hayden MacKenzie was still just a man.

Yeah, right.

Hayden entered his office in the casino nearly an
hour later. Kathy, his assistant, was gone for the day. The
small desk lamp glowed at her workstation. She always
left it on for him because she knew he kept late hours.
There were two messages from his dad, and one from
the star of his European-style revue, Roxy O’Malley.

He dialed the backstage number for the revue venue
and got the director. “Roxy called me.”

“She’s onstage right now. Want me to have her call
you back?”

“I’ll stop by after the show. Let her know.”

“T will.”

“Any problems?”

“A few guys were hanging around after the first show
but security took care of them.”

“Keep me posted.”
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He hung up the phone, leaning back in his chair. His
office had windows on two sides that showed the Strip
out of one, and the Chimera’s hotel building out of the
other. One wall held a bank of security monitors and
Hayden crossed to them.

He took the access remote and keyed in Shelby’s store.
The lights were on but the place was empty. Had she run?
But then he saw her. Standing in the shadows staring at
something in her hands that he couldn’t make out.

He reached for his phone and dialed her shop. He saw
her move from the shadows to the counter near the reg-
ister and pick up the phone.

“Bécheur d’Or.”

“It’s me.”

“Hayden.”

Just his name softly whispered. He saw her hand go
to her throat and her eyes close. What was he doing?

“Are you okay?” he asked at long last. No matter
what he wanted from her, no matter that he intended to
find some closure from their relationship whatever the
price to her, he really didn’t want to hurt Shelby.

She put her hand on the counter and straightened up.
“Yes, why do you ask?”

“I’m watching you.”

“How?” she asked, pivoting to see if he was stand-
ing nearby.

“On video surveillance.”

“I"d forgotten that part of Vegas. So, am I on closed
circuit?”

“Why?”
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“No reason. I just want to know who’s watching.”

He hit a switch and turned off access to her shop at
every other monitor except his. “Just me.”

“Why are you watching me?” she asked. Wrapping
one arm around herself, she looked small, vulnerable.
Not a bit like the schemer his dad had called her.

“I was debating something.”

“What?”

“What would happen if I took what I want from you,”
he said.

“What is it you want, Hayden?”

“I thought I told you. Revenge.”

He saw her bow her head. Even though he was sev-
eral floors above her and in a different wing of the ho-
tel, he felt the sadness that swamped her at his words.
“I want to give you that.”

He was surprised. “Masochism your new thing?”

“No, but reparation is.”

“Shelby—"

“Don’t say anything else, Hayden. Let’s have dinner
and talk terms.”



Two

Shelby wasn’t sure she could do it. She stood in the
suite of rooms she’d been given in the Chimera to use
until the shop was open. She was only here temporari-
ly until the boutique opened in three weeks, and then
she’d be returning to headquarters in Atlanta, where
Paige was holding down the fort, until their next shop
opened in the fall. Right now she wished she was back
in her safe little condo in Buckhead, watching television
and eating fat-free microwave popcorn. Safe but boring.
Those words described her life and she had to admit she
was ready for a change.

So, here she was in Sin City with the one man who’d
never been safe or boring. And she was hesitating in
front of her closet as if it was her first date. The last time
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her choices had been simpler. She’d set out to catch her-
self a wealthy husband. But this time she had no idea
what role she was in.

She closed her eyes and tried to find the confident
woman she’d been until she’d glanced up and seen
Hayden MacKenzie staring straight back at her with an-
ger, lust and pain in his eyes. She’d known then that the
dreams that had been haunting her had led her back to
this place to do one thing. To find a way to give this
man peace in exchange for what he’d unwittingly giv-
en her.

She had a successful career and the life she’d always
dreamed of. But did Hayden? Seeing how deeply her
choice still affected him made her want—no, need—to
make up for it in some way. If parts of her dream life
weren’t exactly perfect, well, that was a price she’d
happily pay.

She pulled a brightly colored wraparound silk skirt
from the hanger and shed her business skirt and thigh-
high hose. The fabric was cool against her legs as she
fastened it just below her waist. She shrugged out of her
suit jacket and tossed it on the chair in the corner.

She had firm breasts so she scarcely ever bothered
with a bra. Tonight was no exception. She paired the
skirt with a soft white camisole. She took a quick
glimpse of herself in the mirror. She looked the way she
always did, cool and polished. She tried to fluff her hair
up and then realized what she was doing.

Hayden wasn’t really dating her. She closed her eyes,
leaning her forehead against the mirror. Then she took
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a shuddering breath. She was strong, capable, and this
was the only penance available to her.

Over the years she’d tried to pay Alan MacKenzie
back the money she’d taken. Not in one lump sum, as
she’d never had that much disposable cash on hand. But
in chunks. And he’d always refused, saying that he didn’t
want her money; he only wanted his son to be happy.

She didn’t doubt that. Alan and Hayden had a com-
plex relationship that she’d never taken the time to un-
derstand until it had been too late. She’d realized that
Hayden had only dated her to needle his father. But she’d
been dating him for his money, so she hadn’t quibbled.

She was exactly the wrong type of woman for a man
with Hayden’s future back then. Hayden would never
know how right his father had been. Alan had made it clear
that he’d tell Hayden every detail of the life she’d hidden
from him if she hadn’t taken the money he’d offered.

But now... A lot had changed in ten years. Now ap-
parently Alan thought that she could help Hayden. And
in order to pull this off she’d have to keep that secret
from the man she’d betrayed.

She was dithering and that didn’t fit with who she
was, so she pushed away from the wall, put on her strap-
py gold sandals and left the room.

She didn’t look back or hesitate. She’d made a con-
scious decision when she’d come to Vegas. Facing the
past had never been an easy thing. She’d always looked
forward because the past— She didn’t want to go there.
Not now.

She exited the elevator in the lobby and glanced
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around for Hayden. She didn’t see him at first but then
found him standing off to one side talking with an ex-
tremely attractive blonde.

Shelby realized that for all she knew, Hayden was in-
volved with another woman and really was just using
her for revenge. It didn’t matter that she’d said she was
doing whatever it took to bring Hayden some peace; she
knew in her heart she still wanted him.

Hayden had changed clothes as well, wearing a
button-down shirt in midnight blue and a pair of faded
jeans. On anyone else the outfit would have seemed
casual, but the way he carried himself belied that im-
pression.

He glanced up and caught her gaze, motioning her
over. The woman he was talking to had the kind of beau-
ty that made Shelby feel like an ugly duckling. Her long
blond hair fell past her shoulders and her makeup, though
a little heavy, accentuated her classic bone structure.

Hayden gestured for her to join them. The woman
glanced over at her and smiled. It was a sweet, welcom-
ing smile and Shelby felt warmed by it.

“Roxy, this is Shelby Paxton. She owns a boutique
that’s opening here in the Chimera in the next few
weeks. Shelby, this is Roxy O’Malley, the star of the
Chimera’s top-rated revue.”

“Nice to meet you,” Shelby said.

“Same here. What kind of shop do you own?”

“Lingerie.”

“My favorite kind. I'll have to check it out.”

Shelby reached into her purse and pulled out an in-
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vitation to the grand-opening party. “We’re having a
little party to celebrate.”

“I’ll be there,” Roxy said. She glanced over at Hayden.

“I’ll look into that matter we discussed,” Hayden said.

“I"d appreciate it, Hay. I know he could be harmless,
but something about him made me leery.”

“No problem, Roxy. I'll let you know what I find out.”

When Roxy left them, he turned his attention to Shel-
by. She felt his hot gaze on her, taking in the length of her
bare arms, lingering on the scooped curve of her neckline
and then skimming down to her feet in the tiny sandals.

She crossed her arms around her waist but then re-
alized she was projecting her vulnerability for him to
see. And Hayden was intimately acquainted with some
of her weaknesses. She didn’t need for him to know that
he rattled her.

“Thanks for joining me for dinner,” he said. “Can you
walk in those shoes?”

“Yes. They’re surprisingly comfortable. What were
you two discussing?”’

“Jealous?”

She tipped her head to the side. “Yes, I think I am.”

He laughed. “Don’t be. It was only business.”

“She didn’t seem like just an employee.”

“You’re right, she’s not.”

“Is she your lover?” Shelby asked, though she hadn’t
gotten that intimate vibe from the two of them.

“No. More like a kid sister. I really try to make the
Chimera like a family. So many people come here
alone and...”
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Hayden knew loneliness. It was one of the things
they’d both had in common. Something Shelby hadn’t
had to lie about when they’d been dating long ago. Her
mother had always been working, just like Hayden’s dad.
It had given them some unexpected common ground.

She tucked her hand under his elbow. “You’re a
nice man.”

“Sometimes.”

He escorted her out of the main lobby to the escala-
tors that led to the mezzanine level. “Where are we go-
ing?” she asked.

“To the stars.”

“We’re going flying?” This was the man who’d swept
her off her feet years ago. He’d offered her the fantasy
of romance and she’d lapped it up without thinking of
the consequences. Like those sunset airplane rides in his
Cessna. He’d taken things that she’d never imagined she
would do and made them happen.

“Not tonight. Last year I had a planetarium built.
Well, Deacon and I did.”

“Who’s Deacon?”

“Deacon Prescott. He owns the Golden Dream. We
work together on a lot of projects. I thought we’d have
a drink under the stars before dinner.”

“Isn’t that going to be a little awkward with all your
other guests?”

“No, Shel. I closed down one of the theaters. I'd rath-
er my guests stay in the casino anyway.”

“More money to be made that way, right?”

“You know that money makes the world go round.”



30 HIS WEDDING-NIGHT WAGER

“Yes, I do.”

He slipped his hand under her elbow and led her
through the mezzanine. He was stopped twice by his
employees with questions that he had to take. Owning
Bécheur d’Or made her understand how demanding
running any kind of business could be. She’d checked
in with Paige early this morning and had a conference
call scheduled for tomorrow at 9:00 a.m. with the build-
ers of the next boutique in Washington, D.C.

Finally they entered a long corridor that was sparse-
ly occupied. The piped-in music wasn’t some generic
Muzak but the sophisticated beauty of Wynton Marsa-
lis playing the trumpet.

Shelby closed her eyes and wondered for a moment
if this might have been her life had she made a differ-
ent choice all those years ago.

“Vegas has changed in the last ten years,” she said,
though she suspected it was the changes inside herself
that made the city seem so different.

“Yes, it has.”

“Did you have anything to do with that?” she asked
to fill the silence and keep her mind off the uncomfort-
able feeling that maybe she hadn’t changed as much as
she wished she had.

“What do you think?” he asked.

She paused and tilted her head to the side to study
him. She knew without a doubt that he was on the im-
age committee and the development committees for the
Strip. Hayden wouldn’t chance leaving any detail that
could affect his business to someone else.
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“Yes. I like how sophisticated your hotel is, but that
doesn’t change the fact that one block over, the area is
still a little sleazy.”

“Everyone is looking for something different in Ve-
gas and we like to say we can accommodate any type
of poison.”

“What about me?” she asked, wondering what he
thought about her was dangerous. What you think of
yourself is the only thing that matters. But she’d never
held herself in high regard.

“What about you?” he asked. He pulled her into a
small alcove.

She felt secluded from the rest of the world with the
wall at her back and Hayden blocking her front. He
stared down at her with an unreadable expression and
she shivered deep inside, realizing how much of life
she’d been missing since she left this man.

Because she’d never been able to really trust a man
enough to let him affect her the way Hayden always had.
She swallowed against a dry throat and said, “What’s
my poison?”

“Only you can say. I suspect that it’s a mix between
the gritty reality of where you grew up and this.” He ges-
tured to the ornately decorated hallway.

“What about you?” she asked, not willing to dwell
too much on how gritty her reality had been.

“I’m the center ring, master of ceremonies. Making
sure that whatever reason—fantasy or desire—you
brought with you gets fulfilled.”

There was a husky sensuality in his voice. She looked
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up at Hayden, into his deep blue eyes, and realized that
he wasn’t all show and both of them knew it.

Hayden liked the feel of Shelby’s arm under his hand.
The lobby of the planetarium was actually between his
hotel and Deacon’s Golden Dream. They’d funded a
wing together last year that would enhance the experi-
ence for their guests. He also had a traveling Impres-
sionists exhibit down the hall in the art museum.

Most people came to Vegas for a reason and Shelby’s
was probably just profit motivated, but his gut said there
was more. He wanted to know more about those reasons.

Hayden had asked the head chef, Louis Patin, to send
up champagne and strawberries for a predinner snack,
and one of the hostesses handed a wicker basket to Hay-
den as they entered. He took Shelby up the back stairs
into one of the VIP rooms.

“Give me a minute to get everything set up,” he said.

“Can I help?” she asked.

“No. I've got it.” He gestured toward the plush vel-
vet covered seats positioned in front of the low wall.
“Enjoy the show.”

She sat down and Hayden watched her carefully
cross her legs, then shift to find a more comfortable po-
sition on the chair. The slit in her skirt widened and he
realized it was a wraparound type and that only one or
two buttons were keeping that silky fabric in place.

He caught a glimpse of her thigh before she pulled
the fabric over her leg, covering it up. He sighed and
then turned to open their champagne.
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She was watching him as he poured the liquid and
handed her a glass. The material from her skirt slipped
free of her fingers. It slid down her leg. The woman had
great legs.

“Why are we playing these games, Hayden?” she
asked, running her fingers along the length of exposed
skin. The stars had begun to appear on the planetarium
ceiling, and soft classical music began to play.

“I wasn’t aware we were. We both like to flirt,” he
said, lightly touching his glass to hers then moving back
to regard her. Her flesh looked so soft and tempting in
the muted lighting in the room. His own fingers tingled
with the need to caress her. He clenched them and
sipped the bubbling drink.

“I thought you were the master of ceremonies. Flirt-
ing is where we both try to pretend that we’re not still
attracted to each other.”

“Is that what you’ve been doing?” he asked. Already
his blood was flowing heavy and every nerve in his
body said screw talking and take her. She didn’t want
the niceties he put on when he was trying to be a gen-
tleman instead of the gambler he essentially was.

“I’ve been trying. And not successfully I might add,”
she said, twisting her fingers together in a nervous ges-
ture that made him realize that it might not be real de-
sire that motivated Shelby. It was the waiting. Not
knowing which way things were going to fall between
them.

“Why?” he asked, needing to know more.

“I can’t figure it out. There’s always been something
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about you that makes me feel...I don’t know, like I'm
about to jump off a cliff. I know that it’s going to be an
exhilarating ride but I’'m not sure my parachute is go-
ing to open in time.”

It was different for him. He’d spent the last ten years
protecting his emotions from the women with whom he
got involved. It hadn’t even been conscious at first, but
the last woman he’d broken up with had said that he
was the coldest man she’d ever slept with. White-hot
in bed but stone-cold out. And Hayden had realized the
truth about himself. The truth that had probably been
there the entire time. He couldn’t do things by half
measures.

“We agreed to dinner,” he said.

“I know. But I got nervous when I saw you watch-
ing me.”

“Wanting you,” he said.

He closed the distance between them and bent down
on one knee. Up close he could see the smooth, lightly
tanned skin.

“Do you want me to want you that way?”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, because that gives me some-
thing real to cling to.”

He shouldn’t touch her. Not now. Yet he couldn’t
help himself. He reached out, scraping one nail along
the edge of the material that covered her leg. She shiv-
ered, but didn’t pull away.

Her hand fell to his shoulder, holding on to him while
he touched her. Stroking her was addictive. Her skin was
softer than anything he’d touched in a long time. Her
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muscles weren’t hardened by hours in the gym, but soft-
er. It was a very feminine thigh.

Taking the fabric in his hand, he drew it up over her
leg and uncovered her. She dropped her hand to the top
of her thigh, lightly resting it on top of his.

“Sit with me, Hayden. Let’s talk.”

He didn’t ask why. He knew that she wanted that
sweet feeling that had always been between them. The
real reason he could never forgive Shelby wasn’t so
much because of the money she’d taken. It was because
of the lesson she’d taught him.

He’d never been the kind of man who had let anyone
inside him. Never let anyone see the real man behind
the trappings of the spoiled rich-boy facade. But he’d
been tempted to let her in and she’d walked away.

“Why’d you do it, Shel?”

She trembled and lifted her hand from his. She
pushed away from the chair and walked a few steps
from him, looking out over the railing up toward the
stars that were playing across the wide ceiling.

He stood but kept the distance between them. When
she spoke it was almost too soft for him to hear, but he
could make out the words.

“I needed security.”

“That’s it?” he asked, sensing she was hiding some-
thing. He knew then that subterfuge was a big part of
what was going on here and it had little to do with sex.
It was all about who they both were and who they didn’t
want the other to see. “Lay it out for me, babe. Because
that just sounds like a line.”
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“I left because I knew that you were twenty-four-
carat solid gold and I was that spray-on stuff they use
at fairs that wears off after a few days and leaves a
green mark.”

She turned her head away from him. “I wanted to
leave before I left a mark on you that you’d have a hard
time getting rid of.”

Hayden led Shelby out of the planetarium to a very
exclusive restaurant on the fifty-fifth floor of the Chime-
ra. They were led to a private booth that faced the floor-
to-ceiling plate-glass windows overlooking Las Vegas.
The view was breathtaking. She slid onto the bench and
straightened her skirt, looking casual and at ease.

But Hayden wasn’t. Tension rode him like a gambler
trying to find a winning streak.

Knowing it tightened the knot in his gut. Why did this
woman still have a hold on him? And would revenge be
enough to loosen her hold?

His mind warned that logic didn’t play a part in his
actions here and now, but he wasn’t really listening with
his mind.

The curve of her neck was looking fragile and vulner-
able, and he realized that talking about her past was one
of her weak points. They’d never really talked about
where she’d come from. Perhaps he’d been too shallow
to care or too arrogant to think any of that mattered. But
now, with the years between them, he realized that her
past very much shaped the kind of relationship they’d had.

“Thanks for showing me the stars tonight,” she said.
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“You’re welcome. Would you like some more wine?”’
he asked.

She shook her head. “Let’s get down to business. 1
believe you said you want to get what you paid for,
right?”

When she said it like that he sounded like a bastard. It
didn’t matter that they both had been acting true to form
in those days. He had been a spoiled young man who’d
picked a pretty, shy girl who needed him. He’d liked the
way she’d clung to his arm, let him pay for everything and
make all the decisions. That wasn’t politically correct but
he wasn’t really a PC kind of guy. Despite the money he’d
always had, sophistication had always eluded him.

“Yes. That’s what I want.”

He saw in her eyes that she knew it as well. Knew
that she was sitting across from a man who wasn’t quite
the gentleman he pretended to be.

“You make me feel very feminine when you look at
me that way. And I’'m not at all used to it. Most men |
date are intimidated by me.”

“Why?”

“Who knows,” she said, but bit her bottom lip.

She knew. Shelby always knew why people acted the
way they did. She made it her business to pay attention
to those details. “Just guess.”

“Because I'm driven to make my company a success.
I made too many mistakes when I was young.”

“Like you’re old now?” he asked.

“You know what I mean. Sometimes I'm amazed at
how immature I was when we were together.”
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He leaned back, resting his arm on the seat behind
her. He wanted to pull her closer to him, to cradle her
against his body and protect her. But Shelby didn’t need
him to do that. He imagined that was what she’d been
talking about. That men realized that Shelby was an in-
dependent woman who made her own way. It was a bit
intimidating.

“You’ve done really well. I read an article about your
company in Entrepreneur. The reporter said you were one
of the savviest business minds he’d ever encountered.”

She shrugged the comment aside. “I think he was just
being nice.”

“Reporters are never nice. He respected what you’d
done.” Hayden realized he did, too. She’d taken the
hand that life had dealt her and rolled with it.

“Well...” She shrugged. It was clear to him that Shel-
by wasn’t there yet. She didn’t really respect herself.
Had he played any part in that?

“Let’s get back to us. I think your dad paid me off

2

SO

“No, Shelby. I paid that money to you.” He hadn’t
meant to say it but it was best she knew the facts. He
wasn’t playing around this game—the stakes were high
and he wanted to be damn sure Shelby realized it.

“What?”

“Old Alan wanted to make sure I never forgot the les-
son he was teaching. He gave you the money, then made
me pay him back every cent.” His father had always
been real fond of that kind of demonstration—one
where the lesson was reinforced by humiliation. It didn’t
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help that Hayden had played on his father’s biggest
weakness: a woman with big soul-filled eyes and an
empty bank account.

“Hayden... I had no idea. I’'m so sorry. I took the
money...well, I didn’t mind taking it from your dad be-
cause | knew it was how he kept score.”

He said nothing. She’d pegged his father easily. It
was how Alan kept score and he’d paid off three wives
of his own, so Shelby knew that it didn’t bother him.
Hayden didn’t say anything else but he knew that he’d
paid for Shelby with more than just money. He’d paid
for her with his soul and now he wanted hers.

Shelby couldn’t have been more shocked. She’d
never imagined that Hayden had ultimately paid for
her giving up their relationship. But then she’d al-
lowed Alan to push a wedge between them. Let him
threaten her with revealing the secret she’d kept from
Hayden. The one she still didn’t really want him to
know. She wished there were some way to escape the
intimacy that he’d created around them. She didn’t
want to be sitting so close to him while hashing out
the past.

In her mind it was easy to pretend that she was noble
and wanted to pay him back—whatever the cost—so that
he could find some peace from the past. But the reality
was, it hurt. She didn’t want to flirt with the only man
with whom she’d ever really been honest emotionally.

She didn’t want to open up herself and him to the
kind of hurt that would undoubtedly come. Because she
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knew that she wasn’t going to be able to just give him
a week of sex and then watch him walk away.

Hayden put his arm around her and pulled her against
his side. She closed her eyes and pretended that this was
something else. Something that she’d done without for
along time. Comfort was easy to take from Hayden. He
had big shoulders and a solid chest, and he was more
than capable of carrying any burdens.

But that didn’t mean that eventually the burdens
wouldn’t be too heavy for him. She turned in his em-
brace, put her arms around his waist and rested her head
over his heart. His hands moved up and down her back,
before settling on her hips, holding her close.

His breathing changed, grew heavier. She felt his
body changing under hers as well. There was no getting
around the fact that sexually they were like kindling and
flame. But was that the kind of fire that could be tamed
or would it once again consume them?

He brought one hand up under her chin, tipping her
head back. “What are you thinking?”

She struggled against telling him the truth. He al-
ready saw more of her than anyone else except Paige.
Most people she met were content to see only the sur-
face of who she was—a driven, competent business-
woman. But Hayden. ..he’d known the vulnerable woman
underneath. The one who still wasn’t sure of her place
in the world.

“I’m thinking this is a mess that I made and it’s past
time I cleaned it up.”

“I think we can both carry the blame,” he said, strok-
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ing her cheek with a gentleness that made her heart beat
a little faster.

“Do you ever feel like life is really a great tragedy?
Like the ones in operas?”

He didn’t say anything, only continued stroking her
back. Shelby wondered if she’d said too much. Her life
had never been ideal, but comparing it to a tragedy...
She wasn’t some scared little miss. She needed to stop
acting like one.

“I think that in some ways much of our lives is like
opera, how operas show the intense emotions that some-
times influence our decisions. Why?”

This was the man who’d convinced her to take a
chance and marry him. This soft poet’s soul that she’d
scarcely glimpsed since her return to Vegas.

“I thought maybe we were caught at the end of the
second act. You know, where all seems doomed.”

“And that maybe it was time to move on to the
third act?”

She couldn’t answer. In one of her favorite operas,
Tristan und Isolde, the third act had them both dying.
But for a love that was so true and right that it captured
both of their souls, uniting them even in death. Maybe
that was the trailer-park girl deep inside her, but she
wanted a man to love her that much.

“What do you want from me?” he asked.

That was the million-dollar question. Alan wanted
his son happy and expected her to fix whatever she’d
broken when she left. Hayden wanted closure and re-
venge. But what did she want? Shelby had never really
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figured that out and it was time to. “I guess a chance to
make this real.”

Hayden could tempt her into believing that if she
showed him her soul he’d reward her with his heart. But
she suspected if she did that, he’d take the revenge he
so richly deserved. She felt the Sword of Damocles
hanging over her. Knew that at any minute the hair
might snap.

“How could it not be?” he asked in that deep voice
of his.

He was right. There was nothing subtle about the
man holding her and nothing tentative in him. He was
going to pursue her for his own reasons and she had to
decide what she was going to do. She knew with bone-
deep certainty that she wasn’t going to resist him. He
was her secret longing and she’d never forgotten him.
So now she had to decide. Was she really going to meek-
ly let him take charge of this? Or was she going to meet
him on a level playing field?

“I want you, too, Hayden. And I have an offer for you.”

“I’m listening.” He traced the line of her spine up her
back. His finger circled her neck and toyed with the
strap of her camisole.

“Let’s make this real. Let’s say what this really is. |
want a chance to get to know each other the way we never
did before.”

He pulled the strap of her camisole toward her shoul-
der and then lowered his head, blowing on the exposed
skin. As shivers moved down her arm and back, she un-
dulated in his arms, holding more tightly to his waist.
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“Okay,” he said.

“Okay?”

She couldn’t think when he was this close to her.
When he surrounded her with his heat, his touch and his
scent. She just wanted to close her eyes and pretend that
they didn’t have the past between them. Close her eyes
and imagine that Hayden MacKenzie really could want
Shelby Paxton just for who she was.

“I’ll let you try to make me fall in love with you. But
honestly, Shelby, I don’t have a heart.”

“Yes, you do. And I’m just the woman to find it.” She
promised herself she would. There was no problem she
couldn’t solve once she put her mind to it. She’d figure
Hayden out—find out what made him tick—and slow-
ly work her way into his heart, because she knew from
hearing him speak of her betrayed that he still had one.

“You might be right. After all, you were the last one
to see it.”

She shivered and this time it wasn’t from his touch.
It was from the coolness beneath his words. She real-
ized this time she may have risked more than she’d an-
ticipated.

“Double or nothing,” she murmured, realizing that
was exactly the bet she’d made. Both of their hearts unit-
ed and at peace or once again broken.

“That’s the kind of gamble I make every day in busi-
ness, but this...”

“I'minif you are, Hayden,” she said, unable to keep
the challenge from her voice.

“Oh, I'm in.”



Three

“The only way to do this is to live together,” Hayden
said while they were eating dessert.

Shelby choked on a bite of her tiramisu. “What?”

He patted her back and handed her a glass of water. He
liked the thought of it now. Her living in his home. Shel-
by there when he woke up and there when he went to
sleep. She said she wanted a chance to know him, to se-
duce him this time. Living together made the most sense.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah. No. I can’t think this late at night. I’ve had
too much rich food.”

He smiled at the way she said it, but he knew the
truth. She wasn’t ready to make a decision. Once she
saw his home, though, she’d capitulate.
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“Come up to my place and just see it.”

She shook her head.

He frowned. In the past, Shelby had never denied him
anything. But of course, this wasn’t the past. And she
was a different woman.

“Why not?”

“Because unlike you I need more than four hours of
sleep every night. I need a solid eight and I'm tired.”

She had a point. His cell had been vibrating with new
messages and he saw Raul, his general manager, hang-
ing around the hostess stand waiting for him. Hayden’s
reality involved work for almost a solid eighteen hours
a day. But that didn’t mean he was letting this go. “Are
you free for breakfast?”

“Just coffee. It takes a lot of work to open a store in
three weeks, plus I have a conference call with Paige and
the developers for our D.C. project at 9:00 a.m.”

He pulled his BlackBerry phone/PDA from his pock-
et and checked his calendar for tomorrow. He had an
8:00 a.m. meeting with the gaming commission. Fol-
lowed by a meeting with his roulette-table staff. And he
needed to talk to his head of security about the man
who’d been sitting in the front row at each of Roxy’s
performances for the last three weeks.

“What time?” he asked. He’d move some stuff
around if he had to. But his schedule was already tight.
Why was he doing this? He didn’t question his motives,
only knew that if Shelby was willing to work toward
something solid, hell, he was, too. It felt right, having
her here with him.
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She shook her head, her thick hair slipping over her
shoulder and down her chest to curl over her breast. “I
don’t know...seven?”

He remembered how her neck tasted, how soft her
skin had felt under his touch, and everything in him
went on alert. He wanted this woman. Wanted her na-
ked in his bed. He could see her against his gray sheets.
A splash of color in his black-and-white bedroom.

She stared at him.

“What is it? Seven isn’t good for coffee?”

He shook himself, but he couldn’t push away the im-
age of her lying on his bed with a couple of pillows shoved
under her hips. Those lush long legs open, inviting.

“No, that’s perfect. I’ll have a key card sent to your
room. Just come up when you’re ready.” He was ready
now. He didn’t know if he could wait. If he could let her
set the pace for this reunion of theirs. He wanted to take
the lead. Get her into bed and push away the past in the
most elemental way. To reassert his dominance over
her by making her his.

“Hayden...”

“Yes?” he said. He signed the check and slid out of
the booth.

“I’m supposed to be seducing you,” she said, join-
ing him.

“Do you think Tristan really waited for Isolde?” he
asked, reminding her of the opera she loved, the one
that he’d let her talk endlessly about when they’d dat-
ed long ago.

She smiled. It was all that was sexy and sweet. Much
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like the woman herself. “I’m sure he didn’t, but he was
a warrior.”

“Maybe I am, too,” he said, putting his arm around
her and leading her out of the restaurant. He’d learned
some hard lessons when she’d left him. He’d become a
different man because of her. He had realized he was no
longer the golden boy who had everything handed to
him. Instead, he knew, in his heart, he was a man who’d
fight for what he wanted.

“I thought you were a gambler,” she said.

“Can’t a man be both?” he asked, leading her to the
bank of elevators. He didn’t really want to dwell on his
own shortcomings.

“You tell me,” she said.

“I already did.”

“Where are we going?”

“I’m escorting you back to your room.”

“That’s so sweet,” she said.

He bit the inside of his mouth to keep from smiling.
“I’'m a sweet guy.”

“Ha. Don’t think you can put the moves on me and
I’ll invite you in.”

“Put the moves on you? Give me a break. I'm a lit-
tle more suave than that.”

They got in the elevator car. There was another cou-
ple already in there who got off on the thirtieth floor.
Shelby’s suite was on the thirty-fifth. She pulled her key
card from her purse when the elevator stopped on her
floor.

“Good night,” she said, stepping out.
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He followed her into the hall. “Yes, it has been.”

“Don’t, Hayden. This isn’t easy for me.”

“I’m not pushing, baby. I'm just seeing you home.
Something we never did before.”

She flushed a little bit. He wondered at the secrets
she hid. Her background wasn’t like his, and he hadn’t
pushed her to talk about it. Maybe that had been part of
the problem. He’d easily accepted the personal bound-
aries she’d set because they’d allowed him to make her
into what he wanted her to be.

“About that...”

“Don’t say anything more. This is double or nothing.
The stakes are high, and as you said, you need some
sleep. We'll start again in the morning.”

He took her key card from her hand and unlocked her
door for her, pushing it open. She paused in the entry-
way, the glow from a lamp backlighting her.

She looked ethereal, with her thick wavy hair falling
around her shoulders. Her skin was soft and pink, and
that little white top skimmed her curves.

He bent down to brush his lips to hers. Just a sweet
salute to the agreement they’d made. But once his lips
touched hers, all that fled and he needed more.

She parted her lips and he tasted her sweet mouth.
He touched his tongue to hers as he braced one hand on
the doorjamb and buried the other in her hair, holding
her head still.

He lifted his head slowly. Her eyes were heavy lid-
ded and he saw the first flush of desire on her face. If
he pushed now he could have what he wanted tonight,



KATHERINE GARBERA 49

but he knew that he’d lose ground when tomorrow
morning came.

He rubbed his thumb over her lower lip before drop-
ping his hand to his side. He passed her key back to her.
“Now it’s a good night.”

He waited for her to step inside her room and close
the door and then he walked away. He wasn’t really sure
what was going to happen with Shelby. He didn’t be-
lieve in love. Which might be why he’d overlooked the
fact that Shelby had obviously kept a lot of her life from
him. But for the first time since he’d opened his casino,
he felt really alive.

Shelby had set her alarm for six o’clock but didn’t
need the buzzing to wake her up. Her sleep had been
plagued by fevered dreams of Hayden. He’d always
been her guilty, erotic, secret dream man. The one she
visited late at night when no one else could know.

His kisses had refueled a fire that had never been
extinguished. She was restless and edgy when the
alarm finally rang. She hurried through her shower and
dressed in record time.

Everything with Hayden was exactly the way she’d
always dreamed it could be. But in the back of her mind
the thought that Alan had sent her here weighed heavi-
ly. She didn’t know how to bring up Alan without alien-
ating Hayden once more.

Anxious to see him again, she deliberately hesitated
in her suite. She didn’t want him to know how much she
craved him. She wanted to have a little of the control
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she’d ceded so easily to him last time, some sort of
equality. But she wasn’t sure how to find it.

The key card for his penthouse apartment had been
delivered to her last night, just twenty minutes after he’d
left. She held it in her hand. It was the key to something
she’d always wanted. Something she hadn’t believed in
enough to stick around for the last time. But now...

The phone rang before she could complete the
thought. She picked it up reluctantly. Only two people
would call her here. Paige, her business partner, or Alan.

“This is Shelby.”

“How’s our plan going?”

Alan’s voice was deeper, scratchier than his son’s,
thanks no doubt to years of smoking. She hated that he
never identified himself. She suspected he did it to prove
that everyone remembered him.

“You still there?”

“Yes, I'm here. I...it doesn’t feel right. I'm here but
that’s got to be the end of it, Alan. I don’t want to be
talking with you behind his back.”

“Do you really think that my son is going to accept
your past? Do you really think that you can make him
overlook the fact that we MacKenzies can trace our an-
cestors back to the first westward migration and you
don’t even know who your father is?”

His words hurt and made a wave of shame roll over
her. Yes, she did think that. Hayden was no snob, and it
was more Shelby’s business image and sense of person-
al privacy that would suffer from the exposure. But she
knew she had her work cut out for her in changing Hay-
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den’s opinion of her anyway. “I’ll do whatever I have
to.” With those words she hung up on him.

Her phone started ringing again but she didn’t answer
it. The last time she’d listened to Alan, she’d ended up
hurting Hayden. Not this time.

It was exactly seven o’clock when she stepped off the
elevator and arrived at Hayden’s door. She hesitated a
minute and knocked. Despite the key, she didn’t feel that
she should just let herself in.

He opened the door a few seconds later. He wore a
pair of dress pants, a blue shirt that highlighted his eyes
and a discreetly colored tie and had a phone cradled be-
tween his neck and shoulder. He gestured for her to
come in.

“Sounds good,” Hayden said into the phone. “Call
my assistant and set up a meeting for tomorrow.”

He disconnected the call. “Right on time. I was hop-
ing you’d come early.”

She didn’t know how to respond to that. She’d been
so needy before that she was afraid to let him see how
much she still needed from him. Still wanted from him.

“I had them set up a light breakfast out on the ter-
race. I'll give you a tour later, if we have time.”

She followed him across the hardwood floors
through the living room. There was no video equip-
ment or expensive television, which seemed odd to her
for a bachelor. The leather sofa and love seat were sit-
uated to face a seascape scene on the wall.

Floor-to-ceiling windows lined one wall and there was
a bar along another wall and a small poker table set in
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front of it. The room was definitely masculine in its de-
cor but so comfortable that she immediately felt at home.

“I like this,” she said, stopping to take it all in.

“Good. You can change anything you want when you
move in except for my poker area. I host a quarterly pok-
er weekend for some of my friends.”

“Tell me about them,” she said. She wanted to know
more about Hayden. She’d been afraid to meet his friends
when they’d been together before. Afraid that they’d make
Hayden realize how different she was from his set, how
she didn’t really belong with the golden boy he’d been.

“Well, I've mentioned Deacon. He’s a trusted friend
as well as a business partner. Then there’s Max Willi-
ams—we went to the same prep school. And Scott Riv-
ers—I met him when I was bumming around Europe.”

She raised her eyebrows. Former child star Scott Riv-
ers was still an A-list celebrity. She hadn’t known he and
Hayden were friends.

“When’d you do that?”

“After you left.”

“Why?” she asked. She remembered what he’d
said about having paid the million dollars she’d tak-
en from Alan. She’d never thought about how he’d
earned the money.

“I was trying to make the old man give in and release
my trust fund.”

“Did it work?” But she knew it hadn’t. Alan was a
stubborn man and he’d been intent on teaching Hayden
a lesson. Unfortunately it had worked better than Alan
had anticipated.
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“No. It didn’t. Finally I ended up on the Cote d’A-
zur—with no money. I stayed with Scott for a while and
then one morning I woke up hungover and out of cash
and realized that I couldn’t keep living that way. The old
man wasn’t going to give in. So I went to the first casi-
no I came to and asked for a job.”

“Why a casino?”

“I had this idea of showing the old man up.”

“Did it work?”

“I don’t know if I showed him up, but it gave me
an understanding of where he was coming from and
eventually it enabled us to have something to talk
about.”

He led her outside to a wrought-iron table that was
set with a carafe of coffee and two plates. “I remem-
bered you liked croissants but I couldn’t remember any-
thing else.”

“A croissant is fine,” she said when they were both
seated.

There were also eggs, bacon, sausage and home fries.
But she wasn’t hungry. She couldn’t think about food
when Hayden was nearby. She just...wanted him.

“What do you think of the view?”

She glanced out at Vegas. This was the vantage point
she’d always wanted to see it from. And knowing that,
understanding that she was still that trailer-park girl
wanting desperately to escape, she hesitated to say any-
thing else. Because she didn’t really know if she wanted
to say yes to Hayden because of the view or because of
the man.
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ok ok

Hayden’s PDA beeped, reminding him he had to be
downstairs in five minutes for his eight o’clock meet-
ing. But he wasn’t ready to leave yet.

“What was that?” Shelby asked.

“I’ve got to go to a meeting in a few minutes,” he
said. For the first time in recent memory he wasn’t ready
to go to work. Shelby was more exciting than business.

She pushed to her feet, dropping the napkin on the
table. “I need to get to work, too. Thanks for inviting
me up for breakfast.”

He captured her wrist in his hand, holding her by his
side. Her bones felt delicate under his big hand, but he
knew that she held all the power. He wanted her. And
he’d do whatever he had to do to have her. “Tinvited you
to move in with me.”

“I know, but if I do that we’ll be in bed together
and...I’m not ready yet. I don’t want to make the same
mistakes we did last time.”

“What mistakes are those?”” he asked. He’d always
figured last time his only mistake was not showering her
with presents. But he knew now he’d done other things
wrong, too. Frankly, he wasn’t sure he’d do them right
this time. He wanted Shelby—she was the only wom-
an he’d never forgotten—but he wasn’t sure he had for-
ever left in him. His world changed with the roll of the
dice or the flip of a card.

“The mistake,” Shelby said, “was and would be let-
ting great sex cloud the fact that we don’t know each
other.”
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Back then, they’d spent most of their time together
naked. He knew he’d been Shelby’s first lover and to be
honest it had seemed as if they’d been made for each
other. He still got hard thinking of the chemistry be-
tween them in those days.

“Great sex?” he asked. Maybe he wouldn’t have to
work so hard to convince her to move in with him after all.

She pulled away from him and wrapped her arms
around her waist. That was the second time he’d seen
her do that. Why did she? “Trust you to fixate on that.”

“It was the only good thing you said.” And it was.
The sex between them had been great. It had been easy
to let sex and lust take the place of friendship and gen-
uine affection. This time he knew she wanted more—
but he wasn’t exactly sure he would allow it.

“Are you free later on?” he asked.

“For what?”

“A flight over the desert. I recall you liked flying at
sunset.” She’d never been in a plane before he’d taken
her up in his little Cessna. Hayden loved to fly. His
plane collection was more extensive now.

She bit her lower lip. “You remember a lot about me.”

“Too much sometimes,” he said, more to himself.

“I’m embarrassed to say I don’t remember the details
like you do.”

“Why embarrassed?”” he asked.

“Because...I was so shallow back then. I was...”

“What?” he asked.

“Fixated on not becoming my mother.” She said it so
quietly he knew that she didn’t want to admit it.
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“Are you still?” he asked.

“I think the fear is so deeply embedded in me that I’1l
never escape it.”

He’d never really asked about her family. He’d
known that she hadn’t had a lot of money—that had
been part of her initial attraction for his younger, rebel-
lious self—and that her family wasn’t very close, but be-
yond that he knew nothing.

“What do you like?” she asked at last.

“Pleasing you,” he said smoothly. He hoped she
didn’t realize he was using the same lines and practiced
moves on her that he did with all the women he dated.
But he knew no other way.

“I don’t think so. If we’re going to do this...if I'm
ever going to move in here, Hayden, we have to have
honesty between us.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. He was unable to be-
lieve she’d called him on his behavior, especially since
she had at least as many secrets as he did. “That works
both ways.”

She swallowed and her face lost color. “Okay, what
do you want to know?”

“What did my dad say to make you leave?”

She shivered. He saw her and almost reached for her,
but he knew that he used sex as a substitute for real emo-
tions and forced himself to keep his hands by his sides.

“I...um...”

“Just say it. Nothing is that bad. Was it about your
mom?”

“Yes. My mom is a stripper.”
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“Okay. What else?”

“Nothing, just that I don’t know who my father is.
Mom isn’t even sure.”

He reached for her then, pulled her into his arms and
just held her. She felt small and fragile, and Hayden
wanted to take this burden from her. But he knew his
dad made a huge issue of ancestry. “I don’t care.”

She tipped her head back, glancing up at him with
those wide eyes of hers. “I do.”

He rubbed his hands down her back, not sure what
to say. After a few minutes she pulled back.

“Now, what do you really like to do? I want tonight
to be to you what flying at sunset used to be to me.”

He let her change the subject, lighten the mood be-
cause he sensed she needed some distance. “Anything I
can gamble on—poker, basketball, skydiving, a fast ride
on a desert highway on the back of my Harley, hot sex.”

She tipped her head to the side, studying him again.
“Wow, that’s some list. Let me see what I can come up
with. I should be finished in my shop by eight.”

Hayden didn’t want to relinquish control of her. He
knew it was because he’d been burned the one time he’d
trusted her. He knew he should let the past go but he
couldn’t.

She framed his face with her cold hands. Leaning up,
she kissed him. There was a lot of emotion, past and
present, in her kiss. Her mouth moved over his in a way
that was more enthusiastic than practiced. He slipped his
arms around her waist and tugged her closer to him.

She lifted her mouth from his and looked into his
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eyes for a long moment. What was she looking for in
his eyes?

“Let me do this. [ want to know the man you’ve be-
come and show you the woman I am today.”

He dropped his arms and turned away, taking two
deep breaths to try to get the scent of her out of his nose.
But he couldn’t. He was inundated with Shelby. Her
taste was on his tongue, the feel of her soft skin under
his fingers....

His phone rang and he cursed, pulling it out. “I have
to go.”

“I won’t keep you, but what about tonight?”

“l...”

“Hayden, I know that I lost your trust, but let me do
this. It’s important to me.”

He stared at her. “Okay.”

She smiled up at him and he felt like a hero. Some-
thing he hadn’t felt in a long time. But he also felt a lit-
tle bad that such a simple thing could make her so happy.

“What should I plan for?”

“I’m not sure yet. I’ll call your assistant during the
day and leave the details.”

She turned to leave and then stopped. “You won’t in-
terfere, will you?”

“How?”

“By watching me on the security camera or monitor-
ing the calls I make?”

He shrugged. “I can’t really monitor your calls.”

“And the security camera?”

“I like watching you, Shel.”
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She blushed then. “I like watching you, too.”

“Say the word and we could move you in today.”

“Not yet. I want you to ask me after you get to
know me.”

“I know the important stuff.”

“Like what?”

“That we both like great sex,” he said.

She laughed and they walked to the elevator. The
doors closed and he watched her leave but knew he’d
made progress in getting her back in his bed.



Four

Shelby’s day passed too quickly. She had no idea what
to do for Hayden. But she wasn’t giving up. She hadn’t
come from a trailer park to where she was by being eas-
ily swayed from her goal. She wracked her brain as she
worked, trying to think of a date that Hayden wouldn’t
expect but would love.

It was harder than she expected. Why couldn’t Hay-
den be like other men? The men she’d dated since she’d
left him at the altar all those years ago. A man who
was...not important to her, she realized.

Despite the fact that Alan was responsible for her be-
ing in Vegas at this time, she wanted Hayden for her-
self. She wanted him with her for the rest of her life. The
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thought scared her because it made every action she
took more important.

And though she hated to do it, she called Alan for
some suggestions. The fact of the matter was, Alan
knew Hayden better than she did. Shelby vowed that
would change. Alan gave her the number to the marina
on Lake Mead where Hayden kept his yacht and said
he’d call in the morning for an update.

Shelby made a mental note to turn her cell phone off
before Alan called. She longed for a time when she
could be with Hayden and just be herself. The first time
she’d been too young and too afraid he’d see what she
really was. Where she’d really come from.

Ultimately that had led to her leaving him. This
time...well, this time she was balancing between keep-
ing him from finding out that Alan had sent her here and
just falling for him.

She thought it was telling that Hayden hadn’t men-
tioned his yacht. She wondered if she’d stumbled on to
a private thing he liked to keep secret. From running her
business she knew how demanding a career like Hay-
den’s could be. Was the yacht his escape valve? His one
place where no one could find him?

She hated the out-of-control feeling. But she couldn’t
figure out how to be herself and keep Hayden. It wasn’t
that she didn’t think she deserved a man like him. It was
just that being back in Vegas reminded her sharply of the
girl she’d been. And that girl had too many insecurities.

The phone rang and she finished fastening the leath-
er bustier to the headless mannequin before going to an-
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swer it. The scarlet garment had a matching thong and
was one of Bécheur d’Or’s top sellers.

“I approve of the outfit,” Hayden said, his voice low
and husky. She smiled to herself.

“Voyeur. I'm wearing jeans and a T-shirt.”

“So I like to watch. That’s not a sin.”

But his voice sounded like one, a carnal sin. This
morning he’d been low-key, a man biding his time, but
not any longer. Shelby felt restless inside and knew that
Hayden had to feel it, too.

She ran her hands down the sides of her thighs. She’d
changed into jeans and a T-shirt in one of the dressing
rooms earlier. Unpacking boxes was sweaty, dirty work.
But she liked seeing the store come together.

“Would you bend over a little and run your hands
down your backside?” he asked.

“Is that what you want?” she asked, surprised at how
easily his voice and words got to her.

“Baby, you know it is.”

She knew that she was playing a dangerous game
with Hayden. On a sexual level she’d never been adven-
turous, never taken any risks. Ha, who was she kidding,
she didn’t take any risks with her life.

But now, in Vegas this time, she scarcely knew her-
self anymore but she couldn’t help it. She wanted to be
his fantasy. Leaning forward, she ran her hands down
the back of her legs, then tossed her hair and glanced
around to where she thought the camera was located.

“How’s that?” she asked, deliberately dropping her
voice an octave.
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He groaned. “Perfect. Now go slip into that leather
number and do exactly the same thing.”

The phone was cordless so she moved over to the
mannequin and picked up the red leather bustier from the
open box. “Have you ever worn leather undergarments?”’

He laughed. “No.”

“You’d have to make it worth my while,” she said,
fingering the supple cloth. In truth she liked wearing
leather. It made her feel extremely sexy.

“Uncomfortable?”

“Not really, but they don’t hide any imperfections.”

“What imperfections?” he asked in such a way that
she knew he didn’t think she had any.

She shrugged. She knew she had them. She spent the
majority of her time sitting in an office working. Though
she tried to make it to the gym, most days she didn’t.

Her thighs were soft, and no matter how many sit-
ups or ab crunches she did, she’d always have a slight
swell of a belly. Still, she was happy in her body, it was
who she was. She just didn’t like to see herself in bright
light. Didn’t like letting anyone see her looking anything
but perfect.

“Don’t make me say it out loud,” she said carefully.
Looks had always been important. Her mother had
drilled that into her through Shelby’s childhood. “Looks
are all a woman has when she’s poor,” Terri Paxton
would say. But Shelby had found that brains were bet-
ter than looks.

“Okay, I won’t. Did you make plans for us tonight?”
he asked.
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Yes, but she was playing her cards close to her chest
on this one. “I’m still trying to come up with something
you’ll like.”

He was quiet for a long minute and she could hear
only the sound of his exhalation over the open line. “I
like being with you, Shel. I always have.”

She hugged one arm around her waist and tried not
to let the words settle around her heart but they did. She
felt a welling of emotion that she hadn’t felt in a long
time. “You know the right things to say to make a wom-
an buy leather undergarments.”

He laughed again and she smiled to herself, pushing
aside the deep feelings his comment had evoked. She
had to keep her balance here.

“That was my plan,” he said.

“I don’t know you well enough,” she replied slowly.

“I’ll show you. Want to spend the night in the casino?”

“I’m not a big gambler. I like to have something to
show for my money after I've spent it.”

“Like what?”

“Shoes,” she said.

“Shoes? An evening in the casino is better than
shoes.”

She took a deep breath. “Well, maybe one thing is
better than shoes.”

“Sex?”

“With you,” she said, hanging up the phone. She
winked at the camera and put the bustier and matching
thong in a gold Bécheur d’Or’s gift bag and placed it on
the counter next to her purse.
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Hayden spent the day making arrangements for the
World Champion Celebrity Poker Showdown. The tele-
vised competition would air next month and the produc-
er and her two production assistants were in Vegas for
twenty-four hours to get the layout.

Scott Rivers was one of the best poker players in the
world and had been a child star of movies and a televi-
sion show that had run for fifteen years. He’d grown up
on TV and Scott liked to say everyone thought they
knew him.

But few did. Even after all this time, Hayden still sus-
pected there was a part of Scott that was kept hidden.
Growing up in the spotlight had made Scott something
of a chameleon. In fact, Hayden had never seen his
friend in a situation that he wasn’t at home in.

Scott was one of the few people who’d seen him at
his lowest. And that had forged a relationship in which
both men felt comfortable with each other. Scott was
one of his closest friends and Hayden was glad he would
be visiting soon. Also, talking with the television peo-
ple was a distraction. Seeing Shelby this morning, flirt-
ing with her on the phone and watching her like some
lust-crazed man...well, it wasn’t conducive to work.

His cell phone rang as he entered his private eleva-
tor. “MacKenzie.”

“Hey, Mac Daddy. You up for poker tonight?”” Dea-
con asked.

“Can’t. Maybe next month when Scott is here.”

“Next month? How about tomorrow night?”
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“I’m busy.”

“With whom?”

“Why do you suddenly need something to do in the
evenings?”

“Ah, let’s just say that it’s better if Kylie thinks I'm
busy.”

“Lying to your wife?”

“No. What are you doing? Dating that redhead in the
lingerie store?”

Hayden wished sometimes that he and Deacon
weren’t such close friends, but the truth of the matter
was, Deacon was one of the few people Hayden al-
lowed himself to care about. “Maybe.”

“Great. Bring her over. We can all have dinner.”

“Can’t. We have plans.”

“Please?”

“What does Kylie have you doing tonight?”

“Dinner with the Vegas Preservation League. A
bunch of wealthy do-gooders.”

Hayden felt for his friend. Deacon had grown up on
the Vegas streets being looked down on by the very
people Kylie had invited into his home. “Sorry, I can’t
help you.”

“Page me at eight-thirty.”

Hayden laughed. He knew Deacon might want to
leave but wouldn’t. He wanted to be with his wife. He
was besotted with the woman and wouldn’t leave her
side in spite of the VPL.

“Later, Deac.”

“Later.”
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Hayden rubbed the back of his neck as he stepped off
the elevator. God, he hoped he was never so wrapped
up in a woman that he was willing to sit through some-
thing like that dinner.

Shelby was waiting for him by his penthouse door.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He dropped his hands, walking toward her. “T am now.”

He leaned down to claim the kiss he’d been craving
all day. She stood on tiptoe, leaning into his body. He
cradled her to him, cupping her face in both hands and
angling her head for deeper penetration.

His entire body tightened in anticipation. God, he
wanted her. This wasn’t a lust thing that could be satis-
fied with any other woman. He craved her taste on his
tongue. Her soft skin under his hands. Her soft curvy
body against his muscular frame.

He whispered her name against her skin, skimming
his mouth down the line of her neck and nibbling on the
pulse beating so strongly at the base. She said his name
in a throaty voice.

He bit her gently and she arched closer to him. He
licked the spot and then suckled her there. He wanted
to brand her as his. To make sure that any other man who
saw her knew she was taken. That she already had a man.

She sighed, tunneling her hands into his hair and
pulling back from him.

He raised both eyebrows at her. “Please say we’re
staying in.”

“Not quite,” she said. Her face was flushed and her
lips were wet and swollen. She looked as if he’d done



68 HIS WEDDING-NIGHT WAGER

so much more than kiss her. He skimmed his gaze down
her neck and was pleased to see the mark of his posses-
sion there.

“I figured out something for us to do, but I couldn’t
catch you before you left your office.”

She wore a pair of khaki-colored capri pants and a
black tank top. Her hair was twisted up and tendrils
curled softly around her face. Her eyes were wide and
questioning. Clearly she was unsure if she’d made the
right choice.

“Great. What’d you decide? Do you want to take me
to a private gentleman’s club?”

“Has any woman ever suggested such a thing?” she
asked in that haughty way of hers. This was part of the
new Shelby. The old Shelby was very pliable. She’d
done whatever he said and never stood up to him. But
this new woman had a backbone and too much sass.

“I’ve seen it happen in movies,” he said with a grin.
She made him happy deep inside where he’d been alone
for too long.

“What kind of movies?”

He tipped his head to the side. “Come to think of it,
not the kind of movie you’d watch.”

“Sex movies?”

“Uh, I'm pleading the Fifth on this one,” he said, tak-
ing her hand and leading her into his home.

Her deal with Alan had some pluses to it. Shelby had
made arrangements to have Hayden’s yacht readied for
them. Lake Mead was located just east of Vegas and
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Shelby had gotten driving directions from the bell stand
earlier before going to get Hayden.

Shelby felt a little bit of dread at the thought of some-
day having to reveal to Hayden that his father was once
again behind the scenes manipulating things. She made
the decision right then to stop talking to Alan. She
wanted to learn about Hayden on her own, not through
his father’s scrutiny.

She shook off those fears for tonight. The sun was
setting and a warm breeze blew through the open win-
dows of her SUV. Hayden had a slight smile on his face.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“It’s a surprise.”

“Baby, I've lived here my entire life. I'm not going
to be easily fooled.”

“I'm prepared for that.” She’d spent most of her
childhood in Vegas and there was still so much she
didn’t know about her hometown. Of course, she’d fre-
quented places that Hayden would never have gone to.
Places that were saved for the poor and addicted.

“How?” he asked.

She shook off the feelings evoked by her childhood
memories and focused instead on Hayden. Focused on
the fact that after all this time she was determined to
make a relationship work with the man she’d promised
herself she’d marry.

She signaled and pulled off the interstate onto the
shoulder. The interstate was busy with traffic and she
was pleased that Hayden looked a little unsure. She
rarely got the upper hand with him.
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“This is it?” he asked, glancing at the guardrail and
the expanse of desert stretching out toward the moun-
tains. “What could we be doing here?”

To keep from smiling she bit the inside of her
mouth as she took the black silk mask from her purse
and held it up.

He fingered the silk and when his eyes met hers she
saw the heat in them. And shivered. She had the impres-
sion that Hayden thought this was the prelude to some
exciting sexual adventure.

“Kinky sex on the side of the road. How’d you
guess?”’

Before she could caution him, he ran the tip of one
finger down the side of her neck, his thumb rubbing on
the mark he’d left earlier.

“Got anything else in your bag, like a pair of satin
lined handcuffs?”

“Maybe. How do you feel about being tied up?” she
asked, leaning forward to slip the mask on him.

His pupils dilated, he cupped the back of her head
and held her close to him. His minty breath brushed
against her. “I’d rather tie you up.”

She knew that. He was the kind of man who’d have
to be in charge. Her lips were suddenly dry and she
licked them.

He leaned forward and traced the line she’d just left
with his tongue. Arousal whipped through her body.
Her breasts felt full, her nipples tight, and she was so
aware that all she had to do was lean forward the tini-
est bit and her breasts would brush his chest.



KATHERINE GARBERA 71

She was shocked at how quickly he’d turned the ta-
bles on her. She was the one blindfolding him but she
sensed he held all the power. He held her in his thrall
and she was helpless.

She bit his lower lip, sucking it into her mouth for a
brief second before pushing back into her seat.

“I’m just teasing you. This mask is all I want you to
put on for now.”

“Ah, baby, if I do this, you’re going to owe me.”

“Really? What will I owe you?” she asked.

“A dance.”

“A dance?”

“Yeah, a nice sexy dance with you in that red leath-
er outfit. Deal?”

She tipped her head to the side to study him, but his
words and that sexy tone of voice made her want to do
it. “Deal.”

He took the black silk mask that she’d brought from
Bécheur d’Or. He slipped it on and leaned back in the
leather seat.

The Lincoln Navigator was the same model that
Shelby drove at home in Atlanta, so she was very com-
fortable behind the wheel. Her cell phone rang before
she could pull back onto the highway. She glanced at
the caller display. It was Paige, and for the first time
since she and Paige had opened Bécheur d’Or, she hes-
itated, not wanting to think about business tonight.

“I have to get this. Sit tight.”

“My pleasure.”

She answered it. “Hey, Paige. What’s up?”
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“Nothing, just touching base to get your take on how
the D.C. conference call went this morning.”

“I thought it went well. Can I phone you tomorrow
to discuss it?”

“Why?”

“I’'m kind of on a date.”

“A date? With Hayden?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, call me in the morning. I want details, and I
don’t mean about D.C.”

She smiled to herself. “Will do.”

She hung up the phone and shifted the car into gear.

“Who was that?”

“My partner, Paige. You met her, right?”

“Yes. I like her. You chose well, Shelby.”

“Thanks,” she said.

He reached over and settled his hand high on her
thigh. His fingers traced a random pattern that made her
center tighten. She wanted him more than she’d wanted
any other man.

“Give me a hint,” Hayden said once they were mov-
ing again.

“About what?” she asked.

His fingers moved, slipping between her legs and
coming teasingly close to her core. She tightened her
legs to prevent him from moving any higher.

“Stop, Hayden.”

“No. Every time you tease me, I'll reciprocate.”

“It’s something you like to do.”

She shifted her thighs apart, and his touch retreated
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but not far enough. She was so aware of his hand on her
inner thigh she could hardly concentrate on driving.

“Is gambling involved?”

“No,” she said, reaching down with one hand to
capture his wrist and move his hand back to the top of
her thigh.

“Pretty confident of your answer,” he said, turning his
hand under hers and lacing their fingers together.

“Yes, plus your sense of fair play.”

He leaned his head back. “Don’t count on that, Shel-
by. I'm not always a nice guy. There’s a reason I'm a
gambler.”

“You are so much more than a gambler, Hayden.
Don’t doubt that.”

“Don’t let me hurt you, Shel. I'm trying here, but to be
honest I don’t know how to hold on to something I want.”

“Do you want me?” she asked, aware that he wasn’t
acting at all vulnerable with the mask on.

“Yes, I do.”

Her hands shook and she was incredibly grateful that
he wore the mask so he couldn’t see how deeply his
words affected her.

“Then let’s make sure we don’t hurt each other
again.”



Five

The soothing scent of the water was the first thing he
noticed. Shelby had insisted that he keep the mask on
and led him through the parking lot. He felt the wood-
en planks under his feet and stopped.

How had she known? This was one of his most close-
ly guarded secrets.

“We’re at the lake,” he said, wondering how she
knew about his recent obsession with boating. Not
even his assistant knew about the boat he kept at Lake
Mead. It was the one thing he’d kept to himself, kept
Sfor himself and shared with no one. But Shelby knew
about it.

She paused next to him. “Are you surprised?”

“Yes. How did you know about this?”
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“I can’t reveal my source. But it took a lot of time
and energy to figure this out.”

He pushed the mask up and off, pocketing it for lat-
er. He was touched she’d dug deep enough to find this
out. “Did you rent a boat?”

“Uh, my source said you had one.”

“I do. Follow me.”

He noticed she held a picnic basket loosely in her left
hand and that large leather bag she called a purse was
slung over her shoulder.

He led her to the Lady Luck, his thirty-foot yacht. She
smiled as she read the name. “Has luck been a lady?”

“More times than not. [ always treat her right,” he said.

“You do have a way with the ladies.”

He helped her on board. Her words echoed in his
mind. His way with women had served him well. There
had never been a lady he’d wanted that he hadn’t been
able to date. But the women never stayed. What did that
say about his way?

The only constant in his life was the Chimera. He’d
spent his life betting on the roll of the dice or taking
risks, but that meant that life was constantly changing.

He piloted them out of the marina toward the middle
of the lake. The evening was nice and warm and a breeze
stirred the short hair at the back of his neck. He glanced
over at Shelby, still amazed that she’d taken the time to
really find something that he liked to do this evening.

It hadn’t been a test for her. But if it had, she’d have
passed. That scared him because there was so much
he’d forgotten about Shelby. She made the world bright-
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er and more exciting. Even when they were younger, it
had been the same. She made him want to take bigger
risks—and that was dangerous.

“Ever piloted a boat before?” he asked her. He
needed her in his arms, closer to him.

“No. One time Paige and I catered a party for some
suppliers that was on the lake.”

“Tell me about your business. To be honest, I was
surprised when I realized you owned such a successful
chain of lingerie stores.”

She bit her lower lip. He glimpsed a hint of sadness
in her eyes before she turned away.

He scanned the area in front of them. No other sail-
ors. He reached for her, pulling her around to face him.
“I didn’t mean that as an insult. You just never seemed
interested in anything like that when I knew you.”

“I'’know. I was only interested in you and having fun.”

“I think it’s safe to say we both shared those interests.”

She hugged her arms around her waist and stared up
at him. “When I left with the money...I thought all my
problems were solved. I couldn’t believe I had a million
dollars. You can’t understand this, Hayden, but I never
imagined I would see that much money. It felt almost
unreal.”

“Just because I’ve always had money doesn’t mean
I can’t understand that. What’d you do with the money?”

“I went on a shopping spree. Then about two days
later I realized that everything I'd purchased would be
gone eventually and I'd be back in the same boat and...”

He stopped the engine on the boat and dropped



KATHERINE GARBERA 77

anchor. He couldn’t concentrate on Shelby and the boat
simultaneously.

“What?”

“I couldn’t do that again, Hayden. Whatever else you
believe about me, please know that leaving you was
one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.”

He traced her jawline with his finger, realizing that
in some ways, this strong independent woman was
worlds too soft for him. Too innocent. Despite the fact
that she’d left him, he knew that he and his father were
to blame. When he’d started dating her to get at his fa-
ther, he’d put her right in the middle of the power strug-
gle they’d always engaged in.

“I know,” he said softly. “Tell me how you started
your store.”

“Well, first I decided to go to college. Since I wasn’t
going to be using my looks to make money, I figured
I’d better use my brains.”

“It doesn’t have to be one or the other.”

“I know that now. But I was only twenty-two. You
know, at the time I thought I was very mature. I mean,
I knew things about life that other people didn’t. But
there was still so much I didn’t know.”

Hayden nodded, realized what she was talking about.
He, too, had felt he knew it all as a young man, and in
retrospect he realized how little knowledge of life he’d
really had.

She walked to the railing, glancing out at the deep-
ening twilight. “I met Paige in college and we were
both working in a chain lingerie store at the mall. We
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had this idea that kind of grew from that. Something
more exclusive, more high end. Paige said we needed a
French-sounding name because the French know every-
thing about sex.”

Hayden laughed at that. Shelby did, too. “Paige is
crazy sometimes with the things she says, but she was
right. Since we’d both come into our money in unortho-
dox ways, I suggested calling the shop Bécheur d’Or.
Most consumers recognize the French word for gold and
it gave us our brand. Those little gold bags set us apart
from other shops, and the rest is history.”

“How did Paige come up with her share of the invest-
ment money?”’

Shelby paused, eyeing him. “She was a wealthy
man’s mistress for about a year. [ don’t know the details.”

She stared as if she expected a cutting comment, but
Hayden had heard it all, living in Vegas.

Hayden was impressed with what she’d made of her
life. He was also a little leery of getting involved with
Shelby again because she had vulnerabilities that he’d
never really explored before. And he didn’t want to hurt
her again.

Shelby hadn’t meant for the evening to get so seri-
ous. This night was supposed to be about him not her.
They’d had a light dinner and now were sitting on the
bow of the boat. She’d removed her shoes, dangling her
feet over the water.

“What did you do today?” she asked.

“Meetings and the like.”
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“Just casino business all day?” she asked, because it
sounded as if he was hedging.

“No. I also went to a children’s facility that Deacon
and I set up.”

“What kind of facility? Something for sick kids?”

“No. It’s for kids whose parents work in casinos. A
place for them to hang out and be safe. Kind of like day
care, but for older kids.”

“What do you do there?”

“Usually I spend my time climbing on the rock wall.
We have a scoreboard that tracks times up and down. A
lot of the regular kids like to challenge me.”

“Do you let them win?”

“Hell, no. What kind of lesson does that send to kids
if you let them win?”

He had a point. “You like it.”

He tipped his head and looked her straight in the
eye. “I didn’t expect to. But yeah, I do.”

She’d learned more about Hayden in the forty min-
utes they’d spent on the water than she had in the
weeks she’d spent with him before he’d asked her to
marry him. He was a deeply complex man, and a part
of her worried she’d never be able to fulfill all his
needs.

But she was willing to try. She was falling in love
with him all over again. Only this time she knew it was
the real thing. Not just a chimera shimmering in the dis-
tance. But something real and substantial. An emotion
that would last for all time.

Hayden leaned back on his elbows, like some poten-
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tate. He was too sexy for his own good. She was still
hot and restless from his hands on her in the car. It
amazed her how easily he turned everything into some-
thing sensual.

“Were there film people in the casino today?”

He arched one eyebrow at her. “Your source is very
well connected.”

She had to be careful about revealing the things Alan
had told her. She wasn’t cut out for the kind of intrigue
that this type of deception entailed.

“That was the buzz in the buffet,” she said, hoping
she didn’t sound as defensive as she felt.

“I was joking with you. Not accusing you of any-
thing. They weren’t film people. The Celebrity Poker
Showdown is coming to film here next month.”

“Sounds exciting.”

“Do you watch it?” he asked.

She didn’t really spend much time at home. She was
a workaholic who took time for the occasional opera
performance and that was about it. “No, I’m really not
much on TV. You?”

He shrugged, pushing himself up. “Not too much. I
try to watch when I know Scott will be on.”

She shook her head at this second reminder of the dif-
ferences in their lifestyles. “I can’t believe you know
Scott Rivers personally.”

“Should I worry about that? I don’t really think of
him as anything other than my friend who’s very good at
bluffing.” There was complete honesty in Hayden at that
moment and she knew that he didn’t view Scott Rivers
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any differently than he did her. Well, perhaps a little
differently.

In Hayden’s voice she heard the affection he had for
the man. She knew from the past and from what she was
learning about the man he was today that he had few
friends. He was nice to many people but he let few
know him.

“Why do you like coming out on the lake?” she
asked. He was so at home in Vegas that seeing him out
here was almost jarring.

“I don’t know. It’s just the only time I’m alone. I can
kick back and not worry about any of the details I'd have
to when I'm at the casino. Sometimes I fish, other times
I just drift like we’re doing tonight.”

“What’s it like running the Chimera?”

“Exhilarating, frustrating, fun, a pain in the ass. It’s
a million things at once but in the end I wouldn’t trade
it for anything.”

“I feel the same about my shops.”

He smiled at her. “Are we going to talk business all
night? I thought you were supposed to do some wick-
ed seducing.”

“Did I agree to that? I think that’s your fantasy.”

“Let’s not quibble about the details.”

“Well, I wish I’d planned better. I think swimming
in the moonlight with you could be a lot of fun.”

“What didn’t you plan for?”

“No swimsuits.”

“We don’t need them.”

Skinny-dipping. Despite the fact that she was thirty-
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two, the thought of it was still forbidden...naughty
somehow. And Shelby had spent her entire life follow-
ing the rules in a game that had always seemed weighted
against her.

She pushed to her feet and Hayden stood up next to
her. “Did I shock you?”

“Did you want to?”’

“Yes. You seem so self-contained, so...untouchable,
sometimes I want to shake you up.”

He had no idea how much he did. She watched him
carefully, her fingers going to the hem of her black shirt.
“Will this count instead of the sexy dance?”

“You want to bargain now?”

“Yes.”

He scratched his chin. “I’'m not giving up my dance,
so we’ll have to bet on something else.”

“What? There’s nothing out here but the two of us.”

He studied her carefully, gliding forward until no
space remained between them. He put his hands on
her hips and pulled her fully against his rock-hard
body. Each breath he took caused his chest to brush
against her breasts, rubbing over her already sensitized
nipples.

She struggled to keep him from noticing her reaction.
But she could tell by the look in his eyes that he knew
she wanted him. He knew she was his for the taking. She
pushed against his chest.

He was too used to the power, too used to being in
control. Shelby needed to be in charge. Just this once,
she thought.
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“Last one in is a rotten egg,” she said. She kicked off
her sandals while tossing her shirt on the deck.

Hayden was a competitor who liked to win so he
stripped out of his clothing as fast as he could. Watch-
ing Shelby’s curvy body emerge from under her cloth-
ing slowed him down, however. He knew the moment
she realized that he was watching her.

She tipped her head to the side and ran her hands over
her breasts and down the center of her stomach. Her fin-
gers toyed with the button at her waistband. “Are you
giving me a head start?”

Her voice was deeper than normal, husky almost,
brushing over his aroused senses like the whisper of a
win in a gambler’s ear. The lure was totally irresistible
and all he could do was helplessly watch her long legs.

Winking at him, she pivoted away from him and bent
at the waist to push her pants off. The thin strip of her black
thong pulled tight against the crease in her backside. He
clenched his hands at his sides as she straightened.

She glanced over her shoulder at him and pulled her
hair free. Shaking her head, she let her hair fall in a cas-
cade down her back. He saw red. A haze came over him
and he stepped toward her, but his pants caught at his
knees and he almost stumbled.

“I’'m going to win,” she said, taunting him as she
daintily folded each bit of clothing she’d removed. Then
she took a leap off the edge of the boat.

Hayden’s pants caught on his feet and he kicked
them off just before he tumbled over the side, splash-
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ing down a scant second before she did. As the water
closed over his head, he heard the sound of her laugh-
ter filling the air.

Lazily he pushed to the surface, coming up behind
her. Reaching for her, he skimmed his hand down her
spine. She trembled under his touch.

“I won,” he said.

She glanced back at him. “Don’t get all arrogant
about your victory.”

“Why not?” he asked, pulling her closer while he
treaded water to keep them both above the surface. The
action forced his legs between hers.

“Because there was no skill involved,” she said, un-
dulating against him so that her entire body caressed his.

“Then you know that resistance is futile,” he mur-
mured against her skin.

She pulled away from him. “Did you say ‘resistance
is futile’? Isn’t that from Star Trek?”

“I thought you said you didn’t watch TV.”

“Star Trek is more than TV. But it doesn’t seem your
cup of tea.”

“I went to that exhibit over at the Hilton a few
years ago, to see about doing something similar at the
Chimera.”

“Did the hotel benefit from that trip? Because appar-
ently your legendary charm didn’t.”

“I beat you once, Shel. Don’t make me do it again.”

“You can try,” she said, and dived. He followed her
easily, making out the shape of her white legs under
the water.
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He caught her ankle and pulled her to him, using a
powerful scissor kick to bring them both to the surface.

His skin was too tight and he felt as if he was going
to explode if he didn’t get inside her soon. But he loved
the sensual way she moved. He snaked one arm around
her waist and fondled her belly button before cupping
her breast in his hand.

“I don’t need skill. I have raw talent.”

“You’ve got raw something all right, but I don’t think
it’s talent.”

“I’ll prove it,” he said. It had been too long. Still, he
knew he had to take this slow, because despite her teas-
ing, Shelby was still feeling her way in this new rela-
tionship with him. And the last time, sex had clouded
everything else.

She pushed away from him and dived under the wa-
ter once more.

Shelby still hadn’t surfaced when he felt her hand on
his knee, skimming up the inside of his thigh. She
cupped him in her hands.

He forgot to tread water and started to go under.
Shelby surfaced a few inches from him. “Still going to
prove something to me?”

He laughed. This was what had been missing from
his life. This element of sexy teasing had been absent
in all of his relationships until now. He stroked over to
her, capturing her from behind.

She turned in his arms and kissed the base of his neck,
nibbling at him and then soothing the ache with her
tongue. He tightened his hands on her soft body. He
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wanted to toss her up on the deck of the boat and bury
himself hilt deep inside her. He wanted to bind them so
close to each other that they’d never really be separate
again.

She lifted her head, her eyes sparkling up at him.
“Don’t try to tempt me with that smooth voice. I remem-
ber it well.”

He closed his eyes, inhaling the scent of Shelby, let-
ting the feel of her in his arms totally overwhelm him.
He needed her like the air that he breathed and he fol-
lowed that desire the way he’d always allowed all his
cravings to rule his life.

Her wet hair snaked over her shoulders, falling onto
his. He liked that feeling, and pulled her closer. He
wanted them so deeply intertwined, she’d forget every-
thing except being with him.

Grasping her waist, he lifted her slightly and lowered
his mouth to her breast. He traced her nipple with his
tongue, lapping at it gently until her nails dug into his
shoulders. Carefully he scraped his teeth over her and
heard her cry his name. They both sank beneath the wa-
ter and he realized they needed to get out of the lake
right now.

He needed more. He needed it now. And so did she.
Holding her carefully with one arm, he swam them both
back to the boat and lifted her up onto the platform at
the back.

When she would have stood, he stopped her with a
hand on her thigh. “Not yet.”



Six

Hayden pushed himself out of the water using only his
arms. His erection was large and fierce looking.

He scooped her up and stepped over the railing onto
the deck of the boat. The remains of their dinner and
their clothing still lay where they’d been left.

Shelby was a little embarrassed at her abandon, but
there was a sense of rightness about being in his arms
that made her realize that they belonged together. A
kind of confirmation that she’d made the right decision
to come to Vegas to resolve the past and cement the fu-
ture. She and Hayden weren’t finished. Their story was
still continuing and she was glad about that.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and shoulders
as he strode across the deck of his yacht. His heart beat
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strongly under her cheek and she closed her eyes, pre-
tending that it beat just for her.

He set her on her feet next to the king-size bed in the
stateroom. She was dripping on the carpet but she knew
that Hayden didn’t mind. He watched her with eyes that
seemed to be on fire for her.

“Don’t move.”

He liked to give orders and she wasn’t about to fall
into the trap that had plagued their first whirlwind rela-
tionship. She followed him into the bathroom area. He
bent over to retrieve two thick navy blue towels.

Shelby pinched his backside, then ran her fingers
down to cup him.

He glanced up at her. “I thought I told you to stay put.”

“I don’t take orders well,” she said. But she realized
that she needed this to be about something more than
power. She needed to not get swept away in Hayden but
to have both of them get swept away in each other.

“We’ll see about that,” he said, pushing to his feet.

“Yes, we will see.”

She took one of the towels from him. “Stand up and
I’ll dry you oft.”

He rose, towering over her. There was a look in his
eyes that she scarcely trusted. “I like that idea.”

She reached out with the towel but he stopped her
with an iron grip on her wrist. “Use your tongue.”

She swallowed. Hayden was a dominant lover and
she freely admitted that he appealed to her as no other
man did. Two could play at this game. He liked to give
orders but she knew he wasn’t immune to her.
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“Close your eyes,” she said, softly tracing her finger
down the line of hair at the center of his body. The hair
tapered down to his erection. She caressed him, com-
ing closer and closer to his erection but making sure she
did nothing more than brush it.

She licked the drops of water that still clung to his
chest, while he dried her with long, languid strokes of
the other towel. She dropped to her knees in front of
him, following the trail of water down his strong thighs.

She really wanted to push him beyond boundaries,
to push herself further than she’d ever gone before. She
lowered her head, letting her breath wash over his erec-
tion first. His hands came to her head, rubbing her hair
but not holding her or pulling her closer.

She tipped her head back and looked up at him. His
skin was flushed with arousal. His breaths were rapid
and his pupils dilated.

“Hayden, can I...7”

“Only if you want to.”

She definitely wanted to. He felt like satin under her
fingers. She lowered her head and ran her tongue up and
down his length. Taking her time, she tasted him and
discovered the different nuances of him. Reaching be-
tween his legs, she cupped his sac, massaging it in the
palm of her hand as she took him fully into her mouth.

She sucked him deeper in her mouth, felt his body
tighten as she worked up and down his length.

She tasted a salty bit of his essence before he pulled
her away and lifted her to her feet.

He carried her into the bedroom, cradled in his big
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arms, then slowly lowered her to her feet. She loved
the feel of his solid frame against her. He wrapped his
arms around her, anchoring her to him with his hands
on her back.

He lowered his head slowly and she was consumed
by the fire that he effortlessly brought to life inside her.
She rose on tiptoe to meet his mouth. She loved the way
he kissed her, as if he had all day and wouldn’t stop un-
til he’d explored every one of her secrets. She wanted
to know him the same way. Reaching up, she took his
jaw in her hands and held him still.

She traced the seam of his lips with her tongue, tast-
ing him with small delicate darts. His hands on her back
tightened but she didn’t hurry. He always seemed so in
control. What would it take to rattle him? she wondered.

Slipping her tongue past his lips, she ran it over his.
She stroked her way into his mouth before retreating and
coming back again.

He groaned and his erection pulsed between them.
She felt him growing even harder against her belly and
reached between them to enfold him in her grasp.

Not about to be outdone, Hayden placed her on the
center of the bed. His hands made long strokes down the
center of her body, lingering over her full breasts. He
circled her nipples with the tip of his finger. She arched
her shoulders, wanting to feel his mouth on her.

“Hayden, kiss me there.”

“Yes, baby.” He lowered his head and took her nip-
ple in his mouth, suckling at her strongly as she cupped
the back of his head, holding him to her.
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He rubbed small circles around her belly button be-
fore delving lower. His fingers separated her. As he
slipped one finger into her creamy warmth, her legs
moved restlessly on the bed.

He slid a second finger inside her and brought his
thumb down to rub her with a small up-and-down move-
ment that made her want to scream; it felt so good. His
fingers thrust in and out of her body and she was arch-
ing into him, needing more.

Everything in her body focused on his hand be-
tween her thighs and his mouth on her breast. He
thrust slowly, driving her up toward a pitch until ev-
erything in her body tightened and she knew she was
going to come.

Suddenly her entire body clenched and she called out
his name long and low. She smiled up at him and she
felt a sense of rightness. She wrapped her arms around
his head and held him to her.

Hayden waited until Shelby’s body stilled before he
pushed himself up on his elbows to stare down at her.
She smiled at him. Her lips were swollen and still wet
from his kisses. Her nipples poked into his chest and
though he’d satisfied her, he knew she wanted more.

He needed more as well. Once was never enough for
Shelby and him. He freely admitted that only when he
was lying between her legs, buried deep inside her body,
did he really feel as though he was seeing the real wom-
an. She had no chance to put up barriers then.

He set about arousing her again. Sweeping his hands
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down her body. Using his mouth to trace the same path.
Slowly building her once again to fever pitch.

She didn’t lie passively under him but caressed his
back and buttocks. Skimmed her hands over him and
then scraped her nails in patterns everywhere she could
reach. When he could wait no longer, he kissed his way
up her body, lingering at the base of her neck. He sucked
against her sweet flesh and bit softly until she was
moaning his name.

“Open your legs.”

His voice was gruff, guttural even. She’d pushed him
past his boundaries. When she did as he asked, he set-
tled his weight over her. Taking her hands in his, he
stretched them up over her head, forcing her fingers to
curl under the headboard mounted on the wall.

“Don’t let go.”

She nodded.

He lifted her legs and paused at the entrance of her
body. The tip of him slipped inside her. She was so wet
and so ready. Her body tightened around him as he en-
tered her. He cursed and pulled out. “Are you on the Pill?”

She shook her head. He didn’t want to use a condom;
he knew he was free of any diseases and wanted to feel
her wrapped around his erection, but he couldn’t chance
pregnancy.

He pushed off the bed and went into the head and
found the box of condoms he kept in the medicine cab-
inet. He grabbed one, sheathed himself before return-
ing to the stateroom.

Shelby hadn’t moved. Her arms were still above her
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head, holding the headboard. She was so beautiful to
him in that moment, caught up in the feelings he’d
brought to her, that he paused to watch her.

“Baby,” he said between clenched teeth. He dropped
to his knees near the bed. Starting at her neck, he nib-
bled his way down her body. Lingering over her pretty
breasts, he circled the plump globes and left her nipples
untouched.

She shifted her shoulders to try to move her nipple
to his mouth. He allowed her to get closer, licking the
tip before turning his head to her other breast and slow-
ly exploring it.

He slid his hand down her body. Her earlier orgasm
had left her body flushed and sensitive to his fingers.
She was wet and creamy and he used her juice to coat
his fingers, bringing them up to her nipples and rubbing
her own moisture on them.

She craned her neck to watch him. He, too, was help-
lessly fascinated by the sight of his large fingers slid-
ing between her thighs and entering her body.

“Hayden, I can’t wait much longer.”

“Yes, you can,” he said, levering himself on the bed
and over her.

He settled between her open legs, taking his erection
in his hand and rubbing it up and down her center. He
pressed it to her little bud until she tightened her thighs
around him and her hips jerked upward.

“Not yet, Shelby. Hold on, baby. Wait for me.”

She closed her eyes, breathing deeply, and he knew
he’d pushed further than he’d intended to tonight. Put-
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ting his arms under her thighs, he lifted her legs, opened
her fully to him and entered her. Slowly he filled her un-
til he was seated hilt deep.

Her brilliant eyes opened and she watched him take
her. For a moment he remembered the first time he’d
taken Shelby. He’d been her first and it had been a sur-
prise. She’d been as openly candid about her apprecia-
tion of him and his body then as she was tonight.

Her muscles tightened around him as he pulled back
for a second thrust. Her hands gripped the headboard so
tightly that he knew she was close. He wanted them to
come together this time.

His own orgasm was almost on him. He hurried his
pace, thrusting deeper and deeper into her. Finally he
felt that telltale tingling at the base of his spine.

“Now, baby.”

She came at once, her body tightening around him
like a wet, hot glove. He emptied himself into the con-
dom, wishing he’d been able to empty himself into her
womb. He wanted to claim her. To stake his claim and
make sure that no one—man or woman—ever doubted
that Shelby belonged to him.

He collapsed on top of her, spent from the power-
ful climax. He nestled closer to her breast, idly suck-
ing on one nipple. Her arms wrapped around him and
he shifted his weight to the side so that he didn’t
crush her.

He felt as if he’d found his home. That disturbed
him deep inside because he hadn’t realized that he’d
been searching for one until this very moment.
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Shelby didn’t want to wake up. She saw the sun shin-
ing across the bed, but the feel of Hayden’s arms around
her was too good to give up. Even to the reality of morn-
ing. How many times had she dreamed of him holding
her this way only to wake alone once again?

But she wasn’t one to hide from reality. And she
knew this morning he was real, not a figment of her hun-
gry soul. But this time she had to deal with her own
guilty conscience. Deal with the fact that she had gone
behind his back to seduce him with the things he loved.

Her thighs and breasts were pleasantly sore from last
night. She was a little scared at the intensity of their
lovemaking.

She’d enjoyed herself, no doubt about that, but he’d
made her feel vulnerable. She didn’t like that. She was
a business owner—not exactly an occupation for wimps.
She was used to dealing with her fears head-on and
would deal the same way with this one, too.

Rolling over and opening one eye, she found herself
nose-to-nose with Hayden. His eyes were wide open
and the most arrogant male grin split his face.

“What are you smiling about?”

“You, here with me,” he said. Leaning down, he
kissed her.

It was the slow kind of kiss that didn’t put any pres-
sures or demands for more. She felt precious to him. It
made her realize how vulnerable she was once again to
Hayden. Before, she hadn’t really loved him, but this
time he was so much more to her than a wealthy man.
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Now she was starting to know him, to know that he
was constantly going. A moving ball of energy. And that
he liked to bet on anything and everything.

She tunneled her fingers through his chest hair, ca-
ressing his warm, bare skin. She wanted to snuggle
closer. To sink into him until they were just one person
and then didn’t have to face the day apart.

He lifted his head. “We have to get back. I can’t be-
lieve I left the casino this long without checking in.”

He propped himself up on the headboard and she
blushed as she remembered how he’d made her hold on
to it until she came in his arms.

He saw her color and shook his head, tugging her into
his arms. “Thank you.”

“For...7”

“Last night. It was...incredible, Shel. I wish our first
time had been like that.”

“I don’t.”

“Really? I've always regretted that I took you too
quickly that first time.”

“I don’t. You were perfect, Hayden. And I don’t think
we could have handled last night before. We were both...”

“Both what?”

“I can’t speak for you but I was pretending to be
someone else. Hoping you wouldn’t notice.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why were you pretending?”

“Because I wanted a rich boy to marry me and nor-
mally you wouldn’t have looked twice at the real me.”



KATHERINE GARBERA 97

“Yes, I would have,” he said.

“You might have looked but you wouldn’t have pro-
posed. I know that firsthand.”

“Because of your mom?”

“Yeah. She’s never been married.”

“Where is she now?”

“Arizona.”

“Do you keep in touch?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“She’s part of what I was running from when I left,
Hayden.”

“Aren’t you ready to stop running?” he asked.

She couldn’t answer that. She thought about her
mom a lot. Her mother wrote her a letter once a month
and Shelby never wrote her back, but she read those let-
ters over and over and regretted that she’d been so
ashamed of herself and the woman who raised her
that...sometimes she didn’t like herself very much.

Hayden was right, but Shelby didn’t know how to
bridge the gap she’d forced between herself and her
mom. He hugged her closer, his hand coming to rest
over hers. He twined their fingers together and then
brought her hand to his lips and kissed her.

“Yes, it is time to stop running,” she answered final-
ly. “That’s part of why I came back here.”

“I know you didn’t come back because of money.”

“Well, I kind of did. The Chimera location is going
to make Bécheur d’Or a lot of money.”

“That’s business.”
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“Yes, it 1s.”

The covers slipped lower on his hips. God, she could
stare at him all day. She noticed a tattoo on the top of
his left thigh. “What’s this?”

He covered the tattoo with his hand. “Nothing.”

“No secrets, remember?”’

He sighed and she realized that though she thought
she was coming to know Hayden, he was still a mystery.

He slid his hand away. She bent closer looking at his
tattoo. It was a knight’s fist, gripping a bloody heart.

Instantly she knew that he’d gotten it after she’d left.
She realized that she’d made a huge mistake. But she
couldn’t decide if sleeping with Hayden last night had
been a bigger one than leaving him all those years ago.



Seven

Hayden strode through the main casino two nights
later feeling like a gambler riding a streak of luck that
just wouldn’t quit. Shelby had shown up at the chil-
dren’s facility yesterday afternoon and had given him a
run for his money on the rock wall. They’d had a lot of
fun and she’d gotten the girls together to compete
against the boys.

Last night he’d taken her up in his old Cessna, the
same one he’d had when they were dating. They’d flown
out over Hoover Dam and Shelby had mentioned that
she’d been thinking about going to Arizona to see her
mom. Hayden felt as if this time he was really getting
to know Shelby.

The sounds of the bells and whistles of the slots and



100 HIS WEDDING-NIGHT WAGER

the rolling of the roulette wheel always excited him, but
seeing Shelby standing at a blackjack table, holding
one of those small Bécheur d’Or gold bags, excited him
even more.

She still wouldn’t move into his penthouse but he
contented himself with the fact that she denied him lit-
tle else. Like tonight. He wanted to show her his world.
Wanted her to experience what life was like in the ca-
sino and though she said she wasn’t much on gambling,
here she was. Waiting for him.

She glanced up as he approached, smiling sweetly at
him, and it was the sweetness that wrapped around him,
stopping him in his tracks mentally. This thing with
Shelby was the kind of risk he never took outside of
gambling. But he couldn’t stop it.

He approached the table and noticed that Rodney,
one of his best dealers and longest employees, was the
dealer. “Evening, Rodney. You treating my lady nicely?”

“I am, sir, but the cards...not so much.”

Shelby laughed a tinkling sound that lit the dark
places of his soul and made him want to keep her hap-
py always. “I am the worst player ever. Isn’t that right,
Rodney?”

He shook his head. “I’ve seen worse.”

“I think he’s just being nice.”

“Maybe you need some expert help,” Hayden said. He
took some chips from his pocket and placed them on the
table in front of Shelby. She sat perched on the high stool
but was still shorter than his six-two frame. Two other play-
ers joined the game, but Hayden scarcely noticed them.
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He wrapped his arms around Shelby and looked over
her shoulder as she picked up her cards. She had the
queen of diamonds and a two of spades.

Hayden signaled Rodney for one card, which he dealt
faceup. The card was a nine of diamonds. Shelby won.

She squealed and turned in his arms to kiss him. She
won the following three hands, still with Hayden stand-
ing behind her. “Thank you. I think you’re my good-
luck charm.”

“Ready to try it on your own?” he asked. He wanted
to be more than her good-luck charm. He wanted her
to move into his house. To sleep with her every night
in his bed and wake up with her every morning. He
doubted winning a few hands of blackjack was going
to sway her.

“Yes. I think I've got it now.”

Hayden grabbed an empty stool from a nearby table
and joined the play. Shelby lost the first and second
hands. Finally she tossed her cards on the table and
picked up her winnings.

“Giving up?”

“I don’t want to lose all your money,” she said, hand-
ing the chips back to him.

“They’re just chips.”

“No, they aren’t. I know that you’re going to think—
I just can’t take money from you.” She picked up her
big leather bag and the small gold lingerie shopping bag.

Hayden pocketed the chips and nodded goodbye to
Rodney. This wasn’t what he’d planned. He wasn’t the
most sensitive guy in the world, but he knew that Shel-
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by was telling him something that had to do with more
than gambling.

Suddenly all the pieces came together. He realized
that while he was dealing with the fact that she’d taken
the money and left, she was dealing with the fact that
his money, any of it, represented paying her off again.

“Come on.” He took her hand and led her out of the
casino.

“Where are we going?”

“I wanted to take you to see Roxy’s show tonight. We
never do anything that’s really Vegas.”

“Everything with you is Vegas, Hayden.”

He tucked his hand under her arm and led her to the
theater where Roxy performed. Hayden had a private
box where they sat and watched the show. Shelby
seemed to really enjoy it, but afterward she was still qui-
et and he knew that money was still an issue between
them. That he’d been insensitive earlier. He still had no
idea how to fix it.

“What’s next?” she asked.

He had nothing else planned. But he knew that he had
to get her away from the casino and taking her back to
his penthouse didn’t seem right. He needed to get her
out of here, to find a way to take that melancholy from
her. Somehow he was responsible for it and didn’t re-
ally know why.

“Let’s go someplace a little quieter so we can talk.”

“About what?” she asked, but stood and grabbed her
shoulder bag once again. He handed her the small gold
lingerie bag, not willing to let her leave that behind.
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“Luck and Vegas.”

“Well, I think we’ve established I'm not lucky.”

“Not at cards,” he said, draping his arm around her
waist and pulling her into the curve of his body. He
shortened his stride to match her shorter one and used
his body to protect her from the throng rushing to get
to shows or casinos.

He led her out of the casino into the night. The pool
and waterfalls were off to the left, but to the right was
a small box-hedge maze, and nestled in the far back cor-
ner was a padded bench and gazebo.

“Where are we going?” she asked. Her eyes were
weary and he knew he didn’t want to stare into them
anymore.

“It’s a surprise,” he said, taking from his pocket the
black silk mask she’d used on him days earlier. He’d
been carrying that damn thing around, tormenting him-
self with the different ways he wanted to use it with her.

She laughed as he slid the mask over her eyes, fas-
tening it in the back. Leaning down, he brushed his lips
over hers. She sighed and opened her mouth for him.
She snaked her arms around his waist and laid her head
on his chest right over his heart. And he could do noth-
ing but hold her. To make this moment an oasis in two
lives that had seen too much chaos and hurt.

The sensation of being blindfolded was difficult to
adjust to. Shelby already felt vulnerable from realizing
that she was losing Hayden’s money in the casino. Sure,
she knew it wasn’t a lot of money, but still it was the
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principle of the matter. She’d vowed before she left At-
lanta that this time she wasn’t taking any money from
Hayden. She meant to keep her word—even if it was
only given to herself.

After trading herself so cheaply to Alan MacKenzie,
Shelby had taken a hard look at herself and her life and
she’d promised to never be in that position again. To
never be vulnerable to any man. So how exactly had she
ended up here—blindfolded with only Hayden’s warm
hand in hers to guide her through an unfamiliar world?

Panic raced through her. She heard people moving
around her and felt as if she was ten again at Meredith
Nelson’s birthday party. Meredith and the other girls had
all disappeared when Shelby had donned the pin-the-
tail-on-the-donkey mask. When she’d pulled it off, she’d
been left all alone. Standing there in the secondhand
dress her mother had purchased on the way to the par-
ty. Tears burning her eyes, secure in the knowledge that
she wasn’t like other kids and would never fit in.

She felt that way again. Being back in Vegas brought
all the old insecurities to the surface. It had to be the mon-
ey thing. Money always triggered that same gut reaction.
The blindfold was too much. She reached for the mask.

He caught her fingers, holding both of her hands eas-
ily in his grip. “Shh, baby. Don’t panic. I’m right here.”

“I know I did this to you, but I don’t think I like it,”
she said.

He leaned down and whispered into her ear, “You
look so sweet and sexy. I like the fact that I’'m responsi-
ble for you. I have to protect you. Will you let me do this?”
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“I’'m a grown woman, Hayden. I don’t need a man
to protect me.”

“Do this for me, please.”

He never said please. She nodded her head. She’d try
for him, because he’d done it for her without any com-
plaints. But then she doubted he’d ever been in any sit-
uation where he wasn’t comfortable.

“Are you still upset from the blackjack table earlier?”

She had no response to that. No idea how to respond
and still preserve what she now knew was her own il-
lusion that she’d fooled him. The show had been nice
but all she felt while she’d been sitting there in the dark
was that once again she was in the land of make-believe.
Surrounded by people who were pretending their real
lives didn’t exist.

She felt the warmth of his fingers feathering up her arm,
rubbing gently against her skin, wanting her to relax.

“What is going on tonight?”” he asked, murmuring his
words against the top of her head.

“I don’t want you to think I’m after your money,” she
said, blurting out the words. Then she groaned. She’d
never meant to say that.

“Honey...”

“Don’t. Let me continue. I’'m never going to have as
much money as you do. And we’ll never really be so-
cial equals. But—"

He stopped the wild flow of words with his mouth.
His lips moved over hers with surety and strength, mak-
ing her feel as if everything was irrelevant except him
touching her.
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He lifted his head but dropped several small nibbling
kisses on her neck before taking her hand in his again.
“Follow me.”

She bit her lip and let him tug her along. She real-
ized that her panic with the mask wasn’t only due to the
insecurity she’d felt earlier but also had to do with trust.
She didn’t trust herself. Didn’t trust that the woman
she’d become was real. Didn’t trust that she’d really left
behind the young girl she’d been.

Did she trust Hayden? She hadn’t when she’d been
twenty. But now...? She’d trusted him with her body;
she’d set up her shop here based on the success of his
casino. Obviously she was leaning that way, but to have
the choice taken from her... To have to trust him to pro-
tect her while she couldn’t see wasn’t something she’d
been prepared to do.

He stopped walking. She heard him pushing some
buttons and then the release of a gate. She was sur-
rounded by the scent of roses and night-blooming jas-
mine. Hayden wrapped his arms around her waist and
pulled her back so that she was sitting on his lap. He nib-
bled at her neck and she surrendered to the feelings he
always aroused in her.

“What’s in that little bag?” he asked.

“What little bag?” she asked, turning on his lap so
that she rested her head on his shoulder. His aftershave
was strong at his neck. She scraped her teeth across the
nerve-rich area and felt him stir under her hips.

“You know very well which bag I'm referring to,”
he said.
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His hands roamed up her torso, settling over her
breasts. He palmed both of them and she felt them swell
and grow heavy under his touch. She reached for the
buttons on his shirt, finding them and releasing the top
three until she could slip her hand under the cloth and
feel his strong, warm pecs. She scraped her fingernail
in a random pattern over him and felt his muscle flex
under her.

“Stop distracting me. I want to know what’s in that
bag. I never did get to see you in the red leather.”

His thumbs were tracing her distended nipples
through the material of her blouse. It felt so good that
she couldn’t speak for a minute.

“I know. I figured since you were so big on compe-
tition, I’d provide you with your own leather.”

He groaned. “Damn, woman, I’'m not wearing leath-
er underwear.”

“Come on. I’'ll make it worth your while.”

“Like you did with the stripping contest?”” he asked.
His hand was on her waist and then she felt him pull-
ing her shirt slowly up.

She panicked, gripping his wrists. “Hayden, we’re in
a public place, aren’t we?”

He stopped though she knew he was stronger than her
and could have pushed her shirt up despite her protests.

“It’s time to decide if you trust me or not.”

She felt a million things at once—nervous, excited,
aroused and a little bit upset that she was so aroused.
She shifted on his lap, pressing her thighs together and
wondering if she could pretend this was just about sex.
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But she knew it wasn’t. Hayden wanted her trust and if
they had any chance of moving forward, she had to give
it to him.

With a sigh, she dropped her hands, knowing that
Hayden would always keep her safe. It was him trust-
ing her that had always been the issue. She acknowl-
edged she’d never given him a chance to really trust her
because she’d been lying to him. But this time Shelby
realized she needed to learn to trust herself and stop ly-
ing about what she’d been running from.

Hayden knew they were completely secluded here.
The garden was his private place to escape from the
busy casino. He’d deactivated the cameras to this sec-
tion and opened the security gate earlier. They were
now in a private section of the maze. She was perfect-
ly safe.

He knew he was pushing her, but couldn’t help him-
self. He wanted—no, needed—to stake his claim on
her and he wasn’t going to wait any longer. Making love
to her two nights ago had made the fact that she didn’t
trust him into a sharp ache. He knew he’d done little in
the past to earn her trust, but this time...this time he was
determined to do things right.

She let go of his wrists and he slipped his hands un-
der her shirt. Her stomach clenched as he moved his
hand over her. She turned to straddle him, draping her
thighs over his, and held him with a fierceness that felt
right in his soul.

Slowly, inch by inch, he peeled her shirt up and over
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her head. He let his hands trace down the center of her
body, stopping to free the front clasp of her bra as they
went. She wore a pale pink bra with lacy demi-cups.

“I love your underwear.”

She smiled at him and he couldn’t resist kissing her
one more time. With the mask on, her skirt up around
her thighs, her shirt gone and that bra open, she looked
like a fantasy come to life.

“Offer your breasts to me,” he said.

She ran her hands up her stomach, slowly caressing
her own skin, and he realized that Shelby was becom-
ing more comfortable. She covered both of her breasts
with her hands, then slowly peeled back the lace to re-
veal her pink nipples. She cupped her breasts, lifting
them toward him. Her hand encircled the bottom and
sides but left a small gap between each finger.

With his tongue he traced the gap and felt her hands
tighten as he got closer to her nipple. He teased her by
outlining the areola first then laved her entire nipple.

He attended to her other breast with the same care. He
couldn’t stop touching her, needed to caress more of her
skin. He loved the way she felt as arousal spread through-
out her body. Her hips shifted on the bench. Her hands
moved restlessly over her own body, reaching out to
hold his head to her as he scraped his teeth down her side.

“Lift your skirt for me,” he said, his hands busy at
her breasts.

The fabric of her skirt was gossamer light, as he’d no-
ticed when they’d walked through the casino earlier.
Ever since then he’d obsessed about it.
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Slowly she brought her skirt upward to reveal her
thighs and then the matching pink lace panties. Her
tight auburn curls were visible under the light material.

He leaned back to study her. Awed that she was his.
And she was his no matter how stubborn she was about
living with him. Shelby belonged to him. A red haze set-
tled over him and he was determined to prove it to her.

He set about arousing her using every bit of knowl-
edge that he had but couldn’t remember where he’d
gained it. All other women dropped away. The experi-
ences he’d had with them were only to enhance what he
had with Shelby now.

He tugged on her panties, and she obliged by remov-
ing them. When she came to him again, he parted her with
his thumbs before lifting her to taste the engorged bud
he’d uncovered. He suckled her gently, her hips bucking,
her hands fluttering to his head to hold him closer.

He brought her to the edge then backed off. He
wanted to build a fury within her so that she’d feel the
way he did. Out of control.

He kissed her stomach and dipped his tongue into her
belly button. He skimmed his hands over her breasts,
rubbing them in a circular motion.

Her hips lifted into his chest and he felt her moisture
there, realizing he couldn’t wait any longer.

“Hayden?”

“Yes, baby?” he asked. Lowering his hands between
their bodies, he unzipped his pants and released himself.
He slipped on the condom he’d put in his pocket before
joining Shelby earlier.
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He pulled her forward so that her hips were fitted to
his. Now her back was arched and her skirt was still be-
tween them.

He grasped her waist and lifted her up. “Hold on to me.”

She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, her legs
around his waist. Hayden loved the feel of her soft skirt
against his stomach and erection. He reached between
them, parted her with one hand and guided himself to
her entrance with the other.

He thrust upward, going as deep as he could. Shel-
by’s nails scored his shoulders. Her breasts rubbed
against his chest. Nothing had ever felt better than the
wet heat of her wrapped around him.

She rocked against him again and again and Hayden
leaned down, wanting to demand answers from her. But
he couldn’t. Emotions swamped him as he felt the tell-
tale tingling at the base of his spine signaling that his
release was imminent. He slowed his pace.

“Faster. 'm so close,” she whispered in his ear.

He put his hands on her hips and thrust up into her
as he ground her down against him. He heard her breath
catch once and then twice and then a long, low moan as
her orgasm washed over her.

He came a second later. He cradled her close to his
body, very aware that even if it wasn’t wise he was fall-
ing for Shelby Paxton, again.



Eight

Shelby spent the next few days in her store readying it
for the grand opening tonight. She tried to ignore that
more than sex had happened between her and Hayden.
They were both busy with work but Hayden made time
for her in his schedule. He’d shown up unexpectedly one
afternoon after one of her staffers had to go home for a
family emergency and helped her unbox the merchandise.

He’d also taken her for a ride on his prized custom
West Coast Chopper. He was everything she wanted in
a man and more, and she knew she was falling hard for
him. Every day revealed another facet of the man and
she had yet to see anything she didn’t like.

But she remembered Alan and what had brought her
to Vegas and worried over that. Not to mention what
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she’d been forced to realize about herself that night in
the private garden. That Hayden already owned her heart
and soul. She could try to pretend she hadn’t complete-
ly given him her heart but she knew that wasn’t true.

A part of her rejoiced. After all, she’d returned to Ve-
gas with just that goal in mind. But the other part of her
worried. Alan had been out of touch since the night she
and Hayden had spent on his yacht, and Shelby worried
that Alan was going to show up before she had a chance
to talk to Hayden.

She’d tried several times with Hayden to bring up the
subject of her return to Vegas. Tried to find the words
to make him understand that she hadn’t realized how
much he’d changed, how much she had. But last night
a letter from her mom had arrived and she’d been un-
able to deal with anything but that.

Hayden had taken her up to his penthouse and they’d
sat on his balcony and talked until two in the morning.
Talked about their single parents. She’d learned more
about Alan than she’d expected to. Realized that once
Hayden’s mom died when Hayden was quite young,
Alan had focused on Hayden, making his son’s success
the purpose of his life outside the casino.

When Shelby had talked about her own mother, she’d
realized that it wasn’t her mother she was ashamed of.
It was the way other people had always looked at them.
She told Hayden about how her mother loved to crank
up old Elvis Presley albums after dinner and they’d
danced and sung while they’d cleaned the dishes.

She’d forgotten how much she’d loved her mom un-
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til that moment. She’d made the decision to call her and
set up a time to visit only to have to leave a message on
the answering machine when she followed through.

Shelby felt as if all the loose ends in her life were fi-
nally being straightened out. She was thirty-two and just
starting to get it together.

Last night Hayden had pushed her hard to move in
with him, even going so far as inviting his friends Ky-
lie and Deacon Prescott to his penthouse for dinner.
Shelby had enjoyed meeting the couple. But more than
that she’d enjoyed the feeling that she and Hayden were
a couple. A real couple. A happily-ever-after couple.

And that scared her.

She glanced at her watch. 8:50 a.m. She had ten min-
utes until she’d be addressing her staff. Paige was due
in this afternoon and they were having a soft opening
by invitation only for the other casino owners in the area
and VIPs from each of the surrounding resorts.

A soft opening was a pre-grand opening that was a
test run for business owners. Shelby was always nervous
at this stage. But as she stood in her office and glanced
into the showroom at the gilded shelves filled with
unique, sexy lingerie, she felt her confidence return.
After all, this was the twentieth store she’d opened.

Her staff had been handpicked and Shelby knew
they’d do a fabulous job. She’d decided that tonight, af-
ter the formal grand opening, she’d tell Hayden she’d
move in with him. And she vowed to talk to him about
his dad. To let him know that Alan had blackmailed her
into coming back.
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She had chosen her clothing for the day carefully,
donning the red leather bustier and thong under a long-
camel colored suede skirt with a black silk shirt. She’d
pulled her hair up into a loose chignon and left several
tendrils of curls hanging around her face.

She wore a pair of black heels, and a small gold chok-
er as her only jewelry aside from her watch. Her clothes
looked good on her and gave her an added boost of con-
fidence as she exited her office and entered the shop.

Her small staff was already assembled, talking qui-
etly among themselves. Shelby’s cell phone rang.

She glanced at the number and saw that it was Hayden.

“Hey.”

“Hey, yourself. Will you have time before the open-
ing for a drink with me?”

The day was jam-packed with activities and last-
minute details. “Sorry, I don’t think so. I’ll probably be
going over something with Paige.”

“How about if I come to you?” he asked.

Nothing would make her happier. She liked that Hay-
den had made sure his schedule was always available
to her so that she could find him whenever she wanted
him. “Sure. In fact, I have a little surprise for you.”

“Yeah? Is it something I’ve been waiting for?”

She thought about it. Thought about how long they’d
both been together and apart. Thought about their lives
and how they’d both used work as a substitute for rela-
tionships. And thought about how this time she wasn’t
leaving. “Oh, yeah.”

“Dammit, I’'m on my way to a meeting but I want to
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come to you. Take you away from all this and just make
love to you.”

“Stop it. We both have work to do.”

“I know. I'll be by around five.”

She hung up quietly and turned to her staff. After giv-
ing them a pep talk, she walked outside the shop to ob-
serve the store, to see it from beyond the gilded gold
leaf—inset doors. The window displays looked erotic
and sophisticated.

“Nice job.”

Shelby froze. Slowly she turned to face an older,
more jaded-looking version of Hayden. “What are you
doing here?”

“Checking on my investment,” Alan MacKenzie said,
putting his hand under her elbow and leading her out of
the path of the foot traffic.

Shelby took a deep breath and tried to tamp down the
sense of panic she felt. Everything was starting to go so
well for her and Hayden. “This really isn’t a good time.
You know this entire casino is wired with security cam-
eras that record everything. I don’t want Hayden to get
the wrong idea.”

“I don’t trust you to carry out our plan,” he said.

“It’s not our plan,” she said, pulling her arm away.
“Not anymore. I’'m not sure I can do what you wanted
me to. Please, Alan, just leave this to me.”

Shelby turned away determined to leave Alan stand-
ing there. She ran into a solid chest and glanced up with
a sense of dread in the pit of her stomach.

“Hayden—"
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“Leave her alone, Dad,” Hayden said, putting his arm
around her shoulder and anchoring her to his side. “She’s
here because of business, not to be bullied by you.”

Shelby was shaking and she knew that this moment
was going to end badly. She should have told Hayden
about his dad’s proposition before now. Why hadn’t she?

Because she’d wanted to make sure he really liked
her before she dropped her bomb. Because she’d al-
ways understood that they had to have more than a great
sexual bond between them. Because she knew that she
needed Hayden’s love and wasn’t sure she’d had enough
time to convince him that what they had would last.

“I’m not bothering her, Hay. I was congratulating her
on her store. She’s come a long way from the girl we
both knew.”

“Don’t say it like that, Dad. We never gave her a
chance.”

Hearing Hayden defend her convinced Shelby with-
out a doubt that she couldn’t put off the truth any longer.
She had to tell him. But she didn’t want to spoil this mo-
ment. In her entire life, she’d never had anyone defend
her the way Hayden was now.

Emotion choked her and she turned her face into his
chest, hugging him tightly, trying to tell him without
words just what that meant to her.

Hayden was glad he’d gotten down to Bécheur d’Or
as quickly as he had. He’d been in the middle of a meet-
ing when Deacon had called him to say that he’d spot-
ted Alan in the casino. Alan usually visited only twice
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a year and always caused some sort of trouble with the
staff. Last fall Alan had handed out demerit cards to half
of Hayden’s blackjack dealers for minor infractions,
causing distress before Hayden could explain that his
father had no power over casino employees.

As soon as his dad disappeared around the corner,
Shelby took a few steps away from Hayden. She was
pale. He’d never seen her look like this.

“Are you okay?” he asked, lifting her face toward his.
There were tears in her eyes, and no matter what she
said, he knew his dad had been bullying her.

She blinked and her vulnerability slowly disap-
peared. “It really wasn’t bad. I just know what your fa-
ther thinks of me. And he makes me feel like...like I'm
still a gold digger.”

He lowered his head for a kiss, tenderly tasting her
mouth, showing without words what she meant to him.
He pulled back before he wanted to because he knew she
had a busy day. “Well, I know how my old man can be.”

Hayden rubbed the back of his neck, not sure how to
explain to her about the man he’d become after she’d
left. “He blames you for a lot of things, Shelby.”

“What does he blame me for?” she asked. She’d put
a foot of space between them and had her arms wrapped
around her waist.

“Not having grandkids.”

“I doubt you’ve been celibate since I've been gone.
There was opportunity, right?”

“I’m not much on settling down. This business is my
life. Could you imagine raising a kid here? I mean



KATHERINE GARBERA 119

you’ve seen the kids at the center. What kind of life is
that?” he asked, not sure he wanted her to say no.

“The one you had. You turned out okay.”

“I’m a workaholic adrenaline junkie.”

“Thought about this a lot?”

“Nah, one of the women I dated called me that.”

“She was probably jealous.”

“Of what?”

“Of this casino. She probably had just figured out that
no woman could come between you and the Chimera.
Anyway, your dad raised you here. And you two are still
on speaking terms, so it can’t have been that bad.”

Normally he’d never have left his steering-committee
meeting like he had, but here he was several floors away
from some very highly paid men and women who were
waiting for him. Especially since the dressing rooms of
the revue venue had been broken into last night and a
nasty note had been left for his star performer.

“No, it wasn’t. We get along okay when he minds his
own damn business. He thinks he can stroll into my op-
eration whenever he wants and give me tips. The old
man still thinks casinos should be run...old school.”

Shelby laughed like he wanted her to. He reached out
to toy with one of the loose waves hanging around her
face. “He has the belief that he’s always right, too. He
can’t believe that people can change.”

“People or you?”

“Me,” she said, sounding forlorn.

No matter what he said or did, their past would al-
ways be between them like an unacknowledged wound.
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The past hadn’t been healed by years of separation nor
was the relationship they were building enough to wipe
away the past hurt. He really stunk at relationships and
had no idea how to make this right.

The only time he really felt in control around Shel-
by was when she was in his arms. He walked around be-
hind her and surrounded her with his body, pulling her
back against him, wrapping his arms around her waist
and bending his head to whisper in her ear. “Don’t wor-
ry, baby. I’ll run interference for you.”

And he meant it. The last time, he’d left Shelby on
her own to deal with his dad, but now he realized he
should have protected her better.

Why hadn’t he been able to see that she needed him?
He hadn’t wanted to acknowledge that they were depen-
dent on each other.

Her hands crept up over his wrists, holding him as
he held her. She tipped her head back and looked up at
him. He could tell she was searching for something in
his gaze and he hoped she’d find it. Frankly, he knew
that taking her to bed would go a long way to making
him feel better.

“I don’t need protecting. I’'m a grown woman.”

He waggled his eyebrows at her, trying to lighten the
tension that lingered in the air like a streak of bad luck
at a slot machine. “I’ve noticed.”

“Trust you to turn this back to sex.”

“Did 1?77

She raised both eyebrows and gave him a very prim
look. “You know you did.”
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He winked at her. “Can’t help myself around you.”

She sighed and then moved away. “Thanks for com-
ing to the rescue, but I need to get back to work.”

“You’re welcome. What were you doing out here?”

“Checking out the store from the outside.”

“You’ve checked it out before,” he said.

She walked toward her lingerie store and stood out
of the foot traffic, watching the action inside. “Some-
times it’s hard to believe it’s really mine. That this is
my life.”

“You’ve worked hard for your success. You deserve it.”

“I don’t know about deserving all this.”

She gestured to her clothing and the shop and him.
“I'mean, I'm wearing a pair of shoes that cost three hun-
dred dollars. When I was in Vegas before, I bought my
shoes from the final-markdown rack.”

“I never knew that,” he said.

“I would have died if you had. I tried very hard to
hide that part of my life from you. The house you picked
me up at wasn’t really mine—it was the Jenkinses’. |
worked there as an after-school maid. Their daughter
was two years older than me and Mrs. Jenkins used to
give me her old clothes.”

He saw now how little he’d known of her real life.
Shelby had always looked like a million bucks. He re-
membered how careful she was of her clothing and
shoes. He’d taken it for vanity and appreciated it be-
cause she’d made him look good. But now he was be-
ginning to realize that she may have spent all her money
on looking good for him. And he’d never noticed.
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He told himself he was noticing now, but in his gut
he hoped it wasn’t too little too late.

Paige closed the door and locked it after the last em-
ployee left. Paige was tall, almost six feet, and she wore
her jet-black hair in a classic bob. She was reed thin and
could have made a fortune as a model in New York if
she’d wanted to. Shelby finished cleaning up and stacked
champagne glasses on the counter for the catering ser-
vice.

“I think Vegas likes us,” Shelby said. Her entire body
was humming with energy. Excitement from the open-
ing warred with sexual anticipation.

“Someone in Vegas certainly likes you,” Paige said,
pointing to the very large arrangement of exotic flow-
ers that had arrived in the middle of the afternoon.

“I'hope so,” she said. Paige knew her like no one else,
but there were still parts of her life that she’d never
shared with her friend.

“I like Hayden, too. I’'m glad you decided to come
back here and face him.”

“Me, too. But I still haven’t told him about Alan.”

“When are you going to?”

“Tonight.”

“Good. You deserve some happiness. Where are you
going to stay now that the shop is open?”

“Depends on how things go with Hayden. I'll defi-
nitely be at the hotel for the next few weeks.”

“Are you moving out here permanently?” she asked.
“What about D.C.? You know I don’t do openings.”
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“Chill out. I want to think about telecommuting. I
want to give this relationship with Hayden a real chance
at working. Il still do the openings and the traveling.”

Paige wrapped her arm around Shelby’s waist, hug-
ging her close. “I hate change.”

“I know. But nothing is really changing.”

“Yes, it 18.”

“I don’t have to stay.”

“This is the man you always bring up when we talk
seriously about life. I think you better stay. Maybe we
can relocate headquarters out here. There’s nothing
holding us to Atlanta.”

“What about Palmer?” Paige’s current lover was in
the process of getting a divorce.

“He’s going back to his wife.”

“Oh, Paige. I thought they were over.”

“Apparently you and I were the only ones who be-
lieved that.”

“If you’d seriously consider relocating the business,
I think I’d like to be here even if things with Hayden
don’t work out. You know, since most of our shops are
back East, maybe we need a few more out West. I've
been thinking of scouting Arizona.”

“Like maybe Phoenix?”

“Yes, and the surrounding area,” Shelby said, care-
ful not to say more. She’d kept her mom private from
Paige, never mentioning Terri Paxton to her partner and
best friend.

“We’d have to research the demographics, but why
not?”
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“Thanks, Paige.”

“For what?”

“For making me go into business with you.” Shelby
hugged her friend.

Paige laughed in that loud way she had. “Hey, I didn’t
do that. I merely pointed out that the smart thing to do
was to work with me.”

But they both knew that she had. Shelby pulled away
from her friend and started shutting off the lights. “What
are your plans for tonight?”

“Uh, hello, it’s after midnight, I’'m going to bed.”

“But you’re in Vegas. The city never sleeps.”

“Maybe, but I'm a small-town girl and I need some
rest. What about you?”

“I’'m meeting Hayden in the casino.”

They set the alarm and left the shop. Despite the fact
that all the stores in the retail section closed at midnight,
there was still some foot traffic, but it was lighter than
it had been earlier. When they left the shopping wing
and entered the main casino floor, Paige said good-
night and went up to her room.

Shelby hesitated, glancing through the crowded ca-
sino trying to find Hayden. People stood two and three
deep at the slot machines and there wasn’t an empty seat
at the blackjack tables. Rodney the dealer smiled at her
as she walked past his table.

“Have you seen Hayden?”

“There was an emergency at the revue. Some kind of
security issue,” Rodney said.

Shelby headed that way, feeling like she was in a
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maze. No matter which direction she turned there were
more people and she was starting to feel closed in.

She retreated to a quiet corner of the casino, near one
of the exits. She wasn’t going to find him in this throng.
She’d go back to his penthouse and wait for him.

That idea appealed to her. As she walked to the ele-
vator, the scenario she wanted to create formed in her
mind. Hayden had given her so much today. More than
he could ever understand. She’d felt accepted and it had
been a really long time—maybe her entire life—since
that had happened.

Sure, Paige accepted her but that was more from an
I-know-your-dirt-and-you-know-mine aspect. Hayden
accepted her on a personal level, in a way that made her
feel as if she was special to him.

An arm snaked around her waist and she glanced up
to meet Hayden’s intense gaze. “Hey, baby. How was
the opening? I'm sorry I couldn’t stay, but we had a ma-
jor emergency.”

“What happened?” she asked. Hayden was tense.

“Roxy was attacked.”

“What? By whom?”

“Some crazed fan. He cut her in several places, some
deep. They took her to the emergency room and she’s
having surgery now. Police have the man in custody.”

“Oh my God. What can I do?”

“I’ve got to head back to the hospital.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Hayden, this is what being together is about.”
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“Thanks,” he said.

“No problem.”

Ten minutes later they were seated in the hospital
waiting room. About five other cast members were there
as well. After an hour had passed, they decided to go to
the cafeteria to get coffee. Shelby sat next to Hayden,
unsure how to help him. She knew that he thought of the
Chimera staff as his family and he was taking this hard.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Talk to me, Shel.
Tell me about your opening.”

She sipped the cafeteria coffee, trying to remember
the opening. It seemed as if it was years ago instead of
just hours. “It went really well. I can’t believe how
many people showed up.”

“Did Deacon come?”

“Yes, with Kylie. She invited me to have lunch
with her.”

“Good. I like Kylie.”

“Me, too,” Shelby said. And it was the truth, though
she knew she had little in common with Kylie who had
confessed that she’d grown up with her nose stuck in a
book. Still, she’d been open and friendly and had said
she was glad to see Hayden dating someone with an IQ
bigger than her bra size.

Kylie had given Shelby a glimpse of what Hayden’s
life had become. She’d promised to tell Shelby over
lunch all about the infamous bet that Hayden and Dea-
con had made about Kylie.

Hayden’s friendship with the Prescotts was obvious-
ly a strong one. Deacon had worked the room and Ky-
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lie had hung back, quietly confessing that she wasn’t the
outgoing person her husband was. She’d also told Shel-
by not to let being a casino owner’s wife intimidate her.
But Shelby knew whatever happened in Vegas, Hayden
wouldn’t ask her to marry him again.

The man in question spoke again, snapping her out
of her thoughts. “Did you check out of my hotel?”

“Yes, earlier. I...well, darn, I was hoping to keep
that a secret from you.”

“Why? Did my dad bother you again? I told him to
back off.”

“No, nothing like that. I kind of had a surprise for
you. But it doesn’t seem right to bring it up now.”

He put his arm around her and hugged her to his side.
“We can have your surprise tomorrow. Tonight I need
you to stay with me, baby. I'm trying to go slow and not
pressure you, but...will you stay, please?”

Tears burned the back of her eyes and any doubts that
she had about staying in Vegas totally disappeared.
There was something between her and Hayden that
couldn’t be denied. And they both knew it.

Reaching up, she cupped his jaw in her hands. “That
was my surprise. I’'m not leaving your hotel. I'm just
moving out of my room and up to your place.”

His eyes narrowed. “For tonight?”

“And longer. If you still want me.”

He pulled her to him, his mouth finding hers. His
hands roamed up and down her back, forcing her more
fully against him.

She clutched his shoulders, letting him support her
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entire body. Someone at an adjacent table cleared his
throat and Hayden lifted his head. But he didn’t glance
away from her.

She fingered her mouth where her lips still throbbed
from his kiss. “I guess that means yes?”



Nine

Hayden couldn’t believe the way everything was fall-
ing together. Shelby was moving in with him and now
Roxy’s doctor was giving him a positive report. Roxy
had come through her surgery and was resting comfort-
ably. She’d be able to return home in a few days.

Hayden knew Roxy had no family. He’d met her
when she was sixteen. A runaway who was out of op-
tions wherever she’d come from; he’d never asked. He’d
given her a job in one of the restaurants and a place to
sleep. The rest, as they say, was history.

He talked to Roxy’s doctor and to some of the other
cast members of the revue who had agreed to stay with
her overnight.

Hayden walked down the brightly lit hospital hall-
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way to see Shelby standing there waiting for him. It
seemed almost too easy that she was moving into his
penthouse now. God knew that convincing Shelby had
been harder than he’d expected.

But there was something right about it happening
now. Something right about having her back with him
after all this time. Something in his soul said that this
hand was playing out accordingly and he should just
keep playing the winning cards dealt him.

She slipped her arm around his waist. “Is she okay?”

He nodded. “Let’s get out of here.”

They were back at the hotel a few minutes later.
The lobby was still a beehive of activity even though
it was almost three in the morning. Hayden wanted to
go up to his penthouse with Shelby but he had to make
one more swing through the casino and check in with
security.

“Babe.”

She arched one eyebrow at him. “Yes?”

“I’ve got about thirty minutes’ worth of work left
tonight.”

She nodded toward a comfortable-looking chair. “I’ll
wait over there for you.”

Hayden conducted his meetings as quickly as possi-
ble and returned to Shelby.

“Where’s your luggage?” he asked.

“I brought it up to your place earlier. Was that okay?”’

She kept asking him as if she was afraid he’d changed
his mind. “Of course. I gave you a key the first night you
came back into my life.”



KATHERINE GARBERA 131

She shrugged. “There’s a part of me that’s afraid to trust
this, Hayden. The last time things moved so quickly.”

“And they are again. But you have to face the fact that
you and I live life at this speed. You wouldn’t be able
to wait months for me. Any more than I can wait that
long for you.”

She nibbled on her lower lip as they waited for the
elevator and he tightened his arm around her waist. He
wanted to stake his claim for the world to see. Yet at the
same time he knew he wanted to take his time with her.
To make sure that she understood how her action this
night had impacted him.

He needed her in ways she couldn’t understand. This
wasn’t the first time one of his employees had been in-
jured on the job. But tonight with Shelby by his side...
she soothed him. She gave him someone to share his
burden with and he wanted to say thank-you to her with-
out having to actually utter the words.

He shivered a little at the thought. She was the only
woman he’d ever let in to his soul. He’d never been able
to keep her out—then or now.

The elevator doors opened and they stepped onto the
public car. There were two other couples and Shelby
chatted to them as they rode to the fifth floor where
they’d change cars. When they exited, she wished them
both luck and slipped her hand into Hayden’s.

“You’ll make a good casino owner’s wife,” he said.

The words slipped out without intent.

“Hayden—"

He bent, taking her mouth with his. He didn’t want
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her to think or explain. He knew it was too soon, but
knowing didn’t stop him from wanting. And he wanted
Shelby. She was what he craved deep in his soul, and
he knew he was going to do whatever it took to make
her agree to marry him.

He lifted his head. “Let’s go home so I can make love
to you.”

She nodded and was quiet until they reached his front
door. Then she stopped, grasping his wrists and hold-
ing each one in one of her small delicate hands. Her
hands didn’t even wrap completely around his wrist.

“Are you sure about this?”

“About what?” he asked, his mind already on the
way she’d feel under his body. To finally make love to
her in his bed was a fantasy he’d been entertaining for
too long now.

“Me and you,” she said.

He brought her hand to his body, where he was already
hardening, readying to take this one woman who had al-
ways been so elusive. “This answer your question?”’

She shook her head. “Not that. About me living with
you. There’s still so much about me you don’t know.”
She had to talk to him about Alan. But...not now.

“I know the important stuff.”

“This?” she asked, her fingers caressing him.

“Well, yeah, but more than that. I know that you
grew up without any luxuries and that you don’t like to
take money or gifts from others. That you work hard to
make your dreams come true but never at the expense
of others.”
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He swept her up in his arms, bending to unlock
the door and open it. He entered his apartment, then
kicked the door closed behind him.

“I know that I need you in a way I never wanted to
need any woman. That when I kiss you, you go up like
fire in my arms.”

He walked straight through the public rooms of his
home, past the poker table and the doors leading to
the balcony where he’d had breakfast with her. He
entered his bedroom. One entire wall was floor-to-
ceiling windows that looked out on his kingdom. His
world. Vegas. The 24/7 lifestyle he’d always thrived
on.

It paled in comparison with the lovely woman in his
arms. He hugged her closer to him, buried his face in
the curls at her nape. He inhaled her scent deep into him.
Deep into his soul.

“I know that I want you here always. I want to keep
you in my bed waiting for me. Ready to make love to
every second of every day.”

She lifted her head from his shoulders, her hands en-
circling his neck and her mouth finding his. She kissed
him deeply and every part of his being responded. His
erection strained against his pants. His chest swelled, his
blood flowing heavier in his veins.

“I want that, too. But I couldn’t bear it if you had re-
grets,” she said softly.

He let her slide down his body, his hands settling on
her hips when she would have moved away. “How could
I regret the biggest win of my lifetime?”
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ok ok

Shelby knew in this moment she’d made the right
choice. That all the pain of the past was fading away as
she stood next to Hayden in his bedroom. Hayden was
a good man with a deep well of caring inside him.

“I’m not good at taking chances,” she said. “I wor-
ried about your reaction to my moving in here. But no
more. Sit on the bed.” The bed, she noticed now, was
huge, the prominent feature in the dark-walled room ap-
pointed sparsely with sleek Danish furniture.

He raised one eyebrow at her. “I don’t want to wait.”

“Yes, you do. Trust me.”

He settled onto the bed, leaning back on his elbows
and watching her through narrowed eyes. “Okay.”

Even in supposedly ceding control to her, power still
radiated from him.

Once he was there watching her, nerves assailed her.

“Shelby, come here.”

When she crossed to him, Hayden sat up, widening
his legs and drawing her between them. “What’s going
on in that head of yours?”

She hated that she’d messed this up. “I wanted to give
you your fantasy.”

“You already have.”

“No, something sexy but...”

He raised both eyebrows and brought his hands to the
buttons on her shirt. Slowly he opened them, revealing
the curves of her breasts where they swelled over the top
of a bustier.

He leaned down and kissed the pale white globes.
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Her breasts felt fuller under his lips. Holding the sides
of her blouse in either hand, he drew the fabric across
her skin, rubbing all over her but keeping that layer of
material between her and his hands.

The torture was exquisite and she arched her back,
tried to move his touch where she needed it. But he con-
trolled her carefully, finally removing her blouse and
tossing it on the floor.

He didn’t take his eyes from her breasts, and watch-
ing him gave her the confidence she’d been lacking. She
straightened her shoulders and ran her hands up her
thighs to her waist, cinched in by the bustier.

He leaned back on his elbows and watched her. She
took a half step away from him, to give herself some
more room. She twirled around, feeling the suede skirt
slide around her legs.

All day she’d been hyperaware of what she wore un-
der her clothes. Aware that Hayden’s eyes would glaze,
just as they were doing now, when he realized what she
wore. At this moment she knew she’d never been more
perfect. More the perfect woman for Hayden, the per-
fect mate for him. The perfect person she’d always been
so afraid of being.

Remembering what Hayden had said when he’d first
seen her dressing the mannequin, she unfastened the
skirt and partially unzipped it, letting it fall to her hips.
She swayed them in time to the music that had been
playing in the casino earlier. The slow steady beat of the
Marsalis jazz that Hayden loved.

She danced around the room for him. Lost all track
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of her body and the imagined flaws she didn’t want him
to see. Lost complete track of her fears that Alan would
somehow ruin what she’d found with Hayden. Lost all
of her inhibitions. She offered her body up to Hayden
in a slow, sensual dance.

Hayden pushed to his feet. Slowly he unbuttoned his
shirt, moving his body in the same rhythm as hers. He
danced behind her, his hands coming to her hips and push-
ing the zipper the rest of the way down. He pulled her back
against his erection as he moved with her, each undula-
tion of their bodies inflaming them both a little more.

Her skirt fell farther, stopping just above her knees.
She spread her legs, rubbed her backside against Hayden.

He groaned low in his throat, his hands afire on her
body as he swept them up and down her torso. He
cupped her breasts and pressed hot, wet kisses to her
neck and shoulder blades.

Still the music burned inside of her, building to a cres-
cendo in time with the desire flowing through her body.
She turned in his arms, pushing his shirt to the floor, fum-
bling with his belt buckle, finally freeing it. He caught her
up in his arms, carrying her the few short feet to the bed.

Tossing her onto the surface, he followed her down,
one knee between her legs to keep them open. His hands
on either side of her shoulders, he braced himself above
her and slowly lowered his chest to hers. His mouth
teased hers as his fingers and hands tormented her
breasts. He found the pull-away cups on the bustier and
ripped them off. He bent to her, suckling her into his
mouth with deep, strong tugs of his lips.
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Shelby shifted her hips on the bed. Needing more.
Needing it now. Not it, him. She needed him deep in-
side her. She wanted to share with him this feeling that
swamped her and made her want to be what he’d said
earlier. Want to be worthy of his love.

He pushed her skirt and thong down her legs and
freed himself. He fumbled in the nightstand for a box
of condoms. She took it from him and opened it care-
fully.

She took his length in her hand, sliding up and down
a few times before she placed the condom on its tip and
smoothed it down his erection.

Groaning, he gripped her hips, pushing one pillow
and then a second under them, angling her up for his
penetration. He held her hips in his hands and stared into
her eyes. She met his gaze as he brought himself to the
entrance of her body.

“You’re mine,” he said, thrusting deep inside her.

He set a pace that drove them quickly toward the pin-
nacle. “Say it, baby. Say that you’re mine.”

She gasped for breath, felt everything shimmering
so close to her. Her orgasm hovered just out of reach.
She met his gaze and realized what she’d been wait-
ing for.

“I’m yours, Hayden. Only yours.”

They both tumbled over the edge. Hayden’s voice
echoed in the room as he shouted her name. Shelby
clutched him close, realizing that something had
changed in the foundation of their relationship and that
there was no going back.
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ok ok

Hayden woke up twice in the night, assured himself
that Shelby was still in his bed and made love to her. He
was ravenous for her body. He couldn’t get enough of
the way she reacted to his every touch.

He rolled to his side, propped himself up on his el-
bow and stared down at the woman who’d haunted him
since he’d first met her. Back then he’d been way too
young to appreciate her, but there’d always been some-
thing about Shelby that quieted his soul and gave him
the peace he longed for.

The sheet was bunched around her waist. She lay on
her side with her arms curved under her breasts. His
morning erection swelled. God, he’d never been this in-
satiable before.

The alarm buzzed before he could touch her. He
shut it off. She smiled sleepily up at him and he felt a
sense of rightness with his world that he’d seldom ex-
perienced before. Leaning down, he kissed her. She
pulled back.

“I’m sore,” she said softly, blushing.

He ran his hands down her body, hoping to soothe
her aches. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I just can’t this morning,” she said, lean-
ing up to kiss his whiskered jaw. She rubbed her hands
over his face and down his chest. “I missed you.”

“When?” He hadn’t left her side the entire night.

“When I left.”

He knew she was referring to their time together ten
years ago. “I was so angry.”
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“I know. That’s why I waited until I was at the air-
port to call.”

“Why’d you do it?”

“The money.”

“And no trust in me to provide it.”

He rolled to his side. He hadn’t meant to rehash the
past but it seemed inevitable. Neither of them had ever
really had their say.

He felt her move behind him, the bed dipping
slightly beneath her weight as her arm snaked around
his waist. She held him to her, her face buried be-
tween his shoulder blades. She brushed a soft kiss on
his back.

“I...I needed the money. I'd spent my entire life be-
lieving that money would solve my problems. Remem-
ber how I told you I didn’t grow up in that house you
picked me up at?”

Her hand fluttered on his stomach, not caressing but
gesturing nervously, trying to explain without saying the
necessary words.

He realized anew how much he cared for this wom-
an, and how little he’d known of her before. He rolled
over, needing to face her. To see what she was feeling
as she spoke. She wouldn’t look at him. She dipped her
head, tucking her face between his neck and shoulder.
“Where did you live?”

She took a deep breath; he felt the warmth of her ex-
halation against his skin. His body stirred despite the
fact that now wasn’t the time. He closed his eyes and
fought for control.
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“In that dumpy trailer park four miles from town, the
Silver Horseshoe.”

He shuddered. He knew the place. Full of degener-
ates, drug dealers, prostitutes and other unsavory char-
acters. How could Shelby have grown up there? She was
worlds too soft for that kind of life.

“You know it?” she asked when he didn’t respond.

“Yeah, baby, I do.” Rubbing his hands down her
back, he wanted to pull her completely into his body.
To vow to protect her from everything, even the dark
memories of her past.

He held her, rocking her gently to give her some
comfort. He sensed she wasn’t really here with him but
had traveled back to that place she’d grown up in.

“When your dad offered me a million, I just couldn’t
take a chance that it might never come again. I couldn’t
go back to that place. Plus, he threatened to tell you
about where I came from. And I knew he was going to
cut you off and once you knew I’d lied about who I
was... Well, I’'m not the gambler you are. I had to take
the sure thing.”

He heard the conviction in her voice and understood
for the first time what it must have taken for her to leave
him. To be honest, every time she’d broached the sub-
ject of how they’d live without his dad’s money, he’d put
her off. He knew that he had funds the old man couldn’t
touch but he’d never shared that knowledge with her.
And now he saw that he should have. That maybe he
hadn’t trusted her the way she’d needed him to.

“God, baby. I'm sorry.” He bent his head and rested
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his chin on her shoulder. The silky length of her hair fell
on his shoulders and he just held her in his arms. She
was all that was delicate and feminine. She had always
had to protect herself, even once he’d come into her life.
He wished he could go back in time and kick his own
ass for never seeing beyond her body.

She lifted her face and there were tears pooling in her
eyes, but she blinked to keep them from falling. “Don’t
be. [ used you. I knew you had money from the first time
you asked me out. I had to pay Christy Jenkins to take
me to the country club with her. I was looking for a rich
guy and I found you.”

He was a little angry to hear her say so bluntly what
she’d done. But he’d picked her for precisely the same
reason. Because his dad wouldn’t like her. He knew
that he could screw this up again. That the last piece of
the puzzle that was Shelby had yet to be revealed. But
he also knew that this woman belonged to him. And if
it took a lifetime to figure her out, that was fine by him.
He fought to find the right things to say. And knew he’d
fail miserably.

“I was just a bonus?” he asked, attempting some lev-
ity where there was none. He hated that she made him vul-
nerable but she did. Because even back then her loss had
hurt him more deeply than he’d ever admitted to himself.

He waited for her to answer, wishing he’d kept his
mouth shut or just gotten out of bed before their con-
versation had come to this point.

“No. You were more. I can’t explain it but from the
beginning I knew you’d break my heart.”



Ten

The next week flew by. Hayden and Shelby visited
Roxy in the hospital. But the showgirl wasn’t always up
for company. They went every day anyway. Shelby re-
minded Hayden a bit of Roxy. Both women had come
from nothing to make great successes of their lives.

Each day Shelby’s life and his become more seam-
lessly wrapped together. It didn’t matter that Hayden’s
schedule was hectic. He made time for her in between
meetings with the incoming television-poker people,
visits to the kids’ facility and other casino details.

Shelby, too, was busy with training a manager for her
store and phone meetings with the developers of the
D.C. project.

Tonight was one of their rare free nights, and they’d
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chosen to spend it with the Prescotts, at the penthouse,
for dinner and a game of poker.

Shelby sat across the small card table from him. Dea-
con and Kylie were on either side of them. The room
smelled of cigars and fajitas. He had a hard time even
calling this a real poker game. The women, having not
spent the last fifteen years of their lives living in a ca-
sino, didn’t have the same experience at the game that
he and Deacon did.

By unspoken agreement the men were playing to the
women’s level.

He glanced up at Shelby and caught her staring at
him. She flushed, so he knew the direction of her
thoughts. He raised one eyebrow.

Deacon cleared his throat. “I believe it’s your turn,
Mac.”

Damn. How had this happened? He had been deter-
mined to claim Shelby again—not to be captured by her.
She had always been a fire in his soul and now that she
was here and his, it was worse. Some nights he woke
and stared down at her sleeping face just to make sure
she was really here.

And that pissed him off. He was a cool player. A
man of confidence. Not a person easily shook. But she
shook him.

He glanced at his hand and tossed two cards on the
table. “I’ll take two.”

Deacon gave him two cards. Hayden picked them up,
realizing he had a full house. A pair of aces and three
tens. A full house. .. That echoed in his mind. He’d been
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a loner for so long, but now he was living with some-
one. Not just anyone. Shelby.

Could he ever stand at the end of the aisle waiting for
her again? He wanted her to stay with him.

She’d rounded out his life, showed him things that
had been missing before. She loved every aspect of his
life, even gambling, which she was horrible at. He’d nev-
er met a person with worse luck at cards than she had.

Kylie’s green eyes twinkled as she took one card. Shel-
by grimaced at her hand. “How many do I have to keep?”

“Two,” Hayden said.

She tossed three cards on the table. Deacon gave her
three new ones. Deacon sorted his hand out and they all
played to see Hayden’s hand. Shelby should have folded.

“Baby, you don’t have to stay in when your hand is
that bad.”

“I was bluffing.”

Kylie laughed kindly, and brushed back her long
brown hair. “Not very well. I’'m not good at this either.
Deacon has been giving me tips.”

Hayden glanced over at his friend and saw him shrug.
“What can I say? She thinks I’'m an expert at everything.”
Kylie scoffed. “Hardly. But you have potential.”

“Can you believe the way she treats me? Not mar-
ried two years and already she’s seeing the tarnish on
my armor.”

Kylie smiled at her husband, reached across the ta-
ble to take his hand. He rubbed the back of her knuck-
les with his thumb. “You’re still my hero,” she said,
smiling into his eyes.
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Shelby glanced at Hayden and then pushed her chair
back. “I think I'll clean up these plates.”

Hayden grabbed a couple of plates and followed her
into the kitchen.

“I like your friends,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. They seem so...perfect for each other. How’d
they meet?”

“Deacon saw her on a security monitor and said she
was the one for him. I bet him he couldn’t convince
her to marry him, so he went down and found her and
asked her out.”

She punched his arm. “What were you thinking?”

He rubbed his arm. “Hey, it worked out okay.”

“I guess. But why would you do that?”

“Relationships don’t make sense to me. Gambling al-
ways does. I knew that Deacon wanted her but I wasn’t
sure he’d really go after her.”

“So you gave him a nudge.”

He shrugged, and crossing to the sink, he dropped the
plates into the sink. Shelby moved around him, clean-
ing up the remains of their dinner dishes and putting
them all in the dishwasher.

Hayden leaned against the countertop and watched
her. There was something right about this and he wished
there was some way he could not screw this up. But he’d
spoken the truth to Shelby. He didn’t understand rela-
tionships.

The kitchen door opened and Deacon and Kylie
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poked their heads in. “We’re going to take off. Thanks
for the game and dinner.”

“You’re welcome,” Hayden said. Shelby dried her
hands and came to stand next to him. He slipped his arm
around her waist and together they walked Kylie and
Deacon out of the penthouse.

Hayden didn’t hear anything they said as they left.
He wasn’t aware of anything but the feel of Shelby un-
der his arm. When the door closed, he backed her up
against it.

He swallowed her gasp of surprise with his mouth.
She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and held on
to him, let him control the kiss and the embrace. He slid
his leg between hers and bent his knee.

He swept his hands down her body, cupping her rump
and pulling her lower body into his. She straddled his
leg, her hands clinging to his shoulders.

She pulled back to breathe. “What was that for?”

“For being you.”

He swept her up in his arms and carried her into the
bedroom and made love to her through the night. He
hoped it would be enough of a bond to hold her to him
for all time.

Shelby sank back into her leather office chair. Every-
thing she’d ever wanted was within her grasp. The new
store was more successful than she’d dreamed possible.
But then Shelby had remembered the Vegas of her
youth, not this new vibrant scene with too much mon-
ey and elegance.
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Hayden was gone for the day, flying some high roll-
ers who had been staying at his hotel every year since
he’d opened out over the Grand Canyon in Deacon’s he-
licopter. Shelby had gone to Roxy’s house earlier to
drop off some flowers for her.

It made no sense in the factual world but Shelby
swore she could feel that Hayden wasn’t in the hotel and
she missed him.

“Ms. Paxton, there’s a guy out front asking for you,”
said one of her staffers, sticking her head into Shelby’s
office.

“Thanks. Tell him I’1l be right there.”

Shelby stood and straightened her suit. She’d had five
different men seek her out and ask her to personally select
an intimate wardrobe for their wives, girlfriends or mis-
tresses. The service was one that Paige and she had offered
from the beginning, but usually it wasn’t that popular.

She smiled as she exited her office, but froze when
she saw that it was Alan MacKenzie. God knew he
wasn’t here for her professional help.

Her staff was helping a guest near the fitting rooms
and Stan, their stock-boy-turned-salesperson, was flirt-
ing with a couple of women in their early twenties.

“How can I help you?” she asked Alan. Hayden
looked a lot like his father, except in the eyes.

“We didn’t get to finish our conversation the other day.”

“Come into my office,” she said, pivoting on her heel
and leading the way. She knew she needed to resolve
this. If she’d told Hayden the truth weeks ago, this
wouldn’t be a problem now.
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Alan followed her into her office and took a seat in
one of the guest chairs. Shelby went around behind the
desk and seated herself. She knew it was petty but she
liked sitting behind her big expensive executive’s desk.
Because in the back of her mind every time she saw
Alan she remembered how cold, small and cheap she’d
felt when she’d taken that check from him.

“I’m not your enemy here.”

But he always had been. From the first time they’d
been introduced, he’d always looked at her as if she
wasn’t good enough for his son. Even when he’d come
to her in Atlanta, she’d sensed his distaste for her. Just
once she wanted...what?

She knew it was impossible but she’d love to find a way
to be accepted by everyone. To find that seemingly easy
way that Hayden had of being everyone’s equal, be it the
croupier, the first-time gambler, his celebrity friends or her.

“I think we both know you never liked me,” she said
carefully.

“Yes, but my son always has. Why else would I be
doing this?”

“I honestly don’t know. Thank you for telling me
about the shopping wing and suggesting that Bécheur
d’Or bid on the lease here. But that’s all this is.”

“I think we both know I forced you to come back.”

“I would do anything for my company.”

He leaned deeper into his chair, crossing his legs and
staring at her. She felt the way she imagined a stripper did
at that last moment when she was finally naked in front of
a crowd. Shelby rubbed her hands up and down her arms.
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“You came back for more than this shop and we both
know it.”

“No, Alan, I didn’t. There’s nothing more to my be-
ing here.”

“I thought you were past lying like this.”

Shelby flinched. “I’m not a liar.”

He narrowed his eyes and Shelby wished she’d nev-
er asked him back here.

“Aren’t you living with my son?” he asked.

“Yes, but—"

“Are you sleeping with him?”

She nodded. There was no way Hayden was ever go-
ing to believe she hadn’t been manipulating him. No
way. She heard in Alan’s voice the same emotionless
tone that Hayden sometimes used when he was angry.

“Mr. MacKenzie, please leave.”

He pushed to his feet. “Why?”

“Because you are never going to believe I care for
your son.”

“Do you?”

She bit her lower lip and nodded. He’d never under-
stand how deeply she cared for Hayden. She was sure
she did. But she knew there was no way she was going
to allow his father to hurt him through her again.

“That’s all I needed to know.”

“I'm...I'm not sure how to tell Hayden about you
and me,” she said. Being around Hayden had shown her
the value in asking for help...asking for others’ opin-
ions. He leaned on his friends when he needed to. Right
now she needed to figure out how to fix things with Hay-
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den. And his dad...well, his dad seemed like the only
one she could turn to.

“I’ll handle that.”

He walked out of her office and she sat there feeling
shell-shocked. What was Alan going to do? Time was
running out for her and Hayden. She had to tell him the
truth.

Her phone rang and she hesitated to answer it. She’d
been hopeful that she’d left behind that little trailer-
park girl, but no matter how far she ran or how much
she changed, that girl was still deep inside her.

Finally picking it up and clearing her throat, she said,
“Bécheur d’Or, where your every fantasy is made reality.”

“I like the sound of that,” Hayden said. His deep
voice brushed over her bruised soul like a soothing balm.

“Hayden.”

“What’s up, baby? You okay?”

“Yes. Just having a busy day,” she said. The day was
going to get worse, she knew, because she had to talk to
him. Not on the phone but in person. And she had to be
prepared that he would see the facts and not the feelings
behind her actions. “I have to fly to D.C. next week.”

“How long will you be gone?”

“Three days.”

“You’re coming back?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“Good, I'm on my way back. Meet me up front and
I’ll take you away from your mundane life and give you
the fantasy one you deserve.”

She smiled at that. Hayden was more than a fantasy.
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He always knew the right things to say to make her feel
better. “Okay.”

When she hung up the phone, she took a deep breath.
The truth was never easy, but Shelby was determined to
set everything straight. Tonight.

The casino floor was buzzing with activity. Hayden
was greeted by many people as he moved toward the
roulette tables. Shelby’s small hand was tucked into his
and she followed him quietly.

There was a sadness in her eyes that he couldn’t ban-
ish. Trying to prove to himself that he could be the man
she needed by not taking her to bed was harder than he
thought. His gut said to make love to her and get rid of
the shadows that way. In bed there was no confusion or
doubts between them. Just the kind of white-hot heat
that burned away everything and left the two of them
with their souls bared.

“The casino is busy tonight,” Shelby said.

“Yeah, it is. Damn.”

“What is it?”

“Someone is in the casino who shouldn’t be.”

“Who?”

“A grifter,” Hayden said. It didn’t matter that he’d
known Bart since they were both four years old. Bart’s
family had lost everything in the early eighties and he
felt that the world owed him something because of it.

“Grifter? What is that? Someone like a whale?” she
asked.

Hayden didn’t really want the grimier side of the ca-



152 HIS WEDDING-NIGHT WAGER

sino business to touch her. He pulled her out of the foot
traffic behind a row of slot machines.

“No. He’s a con man. Can I leave you alone for a
minute?”

“Yes, I'll be fine. I’'m going to try to figure out roulette.”

“Don’t bet any money until I get back,” he said. He
felt bad taking her money. He didn’t mind it when oth-
ers lost in the casino, but seeing Shelby lose anything
bothered him.

“Why not?” she asked, teasing him. He was glad to
see her smile.

“Because I don’t want your money.”

“I might win.”

“I doubt it!”

He kissed her quickly and walked away. He felt her
watching him as he moved through the casino floor. The
con man he’d seen noticed Hayden moving toward him.
Bart was aregular in Vegas. A grifter who had been in and
out of jail more times than anyone wanted to acknowledge.

Bart’s family had lived next to Hayden’s in Hender-
son before Hayden’s mother had died. And there was a
part of Hayden that wanted to help out the kid he’d
known back then.

Bart gave him a salute and turned and sprinted
through the crowd toward the exit. Hayden keyed his
two-way phone and alerted security. He also sent a
quick e-mail to the other owners, alerting them that Bart
was back in town and looking for action.

He rejoined Shelby but kept scanning the crowd.
“Are you ready to play?”
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“I’m not sure I understand the game.”

Hayden pulled her back against his body, just be-
cause he missed holding her. “Everyone is given a dif-
ferent colored chip to buy in so that they don’t get
confused. Then they place their colored chip on the
number they think the ball will land on.”

“This isn’t very scientific, is it?” she asked after a few
minutes.

From what she’d said and what he’d observed, she
liked everything to fall neatly into a slot. And gambling
wasn’t going to do that. In fact, much of Hayden’s life
wasn’t going to do that.

“Not at all. Every roulette player is hoping that Lady
Luck will be at his side when he puts his chip on a num-
ber. In the U.S. we play with thirty-eight slots. In Eu-
rope they play on thirty-seven.”

“What’s the difference?”

“We have an extra zero spot.”

They watched while the eight players placed their
bets and the wheel spun. Hayden felt Shelby hold her
breath as the ball bounced and then finally stopped.

“Oh, look, there was a winner,” she said, though it
wasn’t she.

“Yes, and several losers.”

“That’s good for you.”

“Yes, it 18.”

She was quiet again then turned in his arms, looking
up at him with those big eyes of hers, their depths fath-
omless, guarding the secrets of her soul. “I’m not sure
I’ll ever understand this game well enough to play it.”
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“That’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. This is your life, Hayden. I want to be
a part of it.”

“I don’t understand everything that you do.”

She wrinkled her forehead. “But you do. It’s business.
And you definitely understand the corporate world.”

“So do you.”

Hugging her closer to him for a minute, he bent his
head and nibbled on her neck. “You fit right here, Shel,
and that’s all that matters to me.”

“I’m just afraid this won’t last. That after the bells
and whistles fade, we won’t have anything solid.”

He raised both eye brows at her. “I can’t do the rela-
tionship discussion thing, Shel. It’s not my strong suit.
Suffice it to say, we have the important things in common.”

“What? And don’t say sex.”

“Well, we do have that,” he said. He led her through
the casino and then down the short hallway until they
were outside. The night air was warm, wrapping around
them. Hayden led her down the path toward the pool bar.
“We also have business in common, and similar taste in
music. And you make me laugh.”

He ordered them both drinks, a sweet Bellini for
Shelby and a scotch neat for him. As she perched on the
bar stool, he knew there was only one thing to do.
Reaching into his pocket, he fingered the ring she’d
sent back to him via his father more than ten years ago.

Oh, man, was he really going to do this?

She stared out over the pool. He threw back his
scotch and signaled the bartender for another one.
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“Hey, Shel. I have something to ask you.”
She turned to look up at him, and for a moment ev-
erything in his life felt perfect.



Eleven

Shelby took a deep breath, suddenly unsure of what
was going on. She’d planned her big confession but
now he wanted to ask her something. Apparently after
he tipped back his second scotch in just a few minutes.

“What?” she asked. This wasn’t like him. She was
worried. Had his father already told him? Once again
was she a pawn in the power struggle between these two
MacKenzie men?

She took a sip of her favorite, sweet peach-flavored
wine. It never failed to amaze her that he remembered
little details about her.

“Nothing. Don’t worry. Let’s walk.”

She’d barely tasted her drink but she left it behind.
She didn’t understand Hayden when he was this way.
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He always moved through the world as if he owned it.
To be honest, that was one of the things that drew her
to him. He was always in charge, but tonight he
seemed...nervous.

He tucked her under his arm, pulled her up against
his body as they walked around the grounds. The moon
was full and the night air warm. The scents of the flow-
ers and night-blooming plants filled the air. The distant
sounds of voices raised in revelry and assorted casino
noises provided just the right background music.

Vegas was alive and the rhythm of it beat through her
body in time with her heart. This was Hayden’s world
and she wanted to become a part of it so that they’d al-
ways be together.

“When I built this place I was full of anger, you
know. I just wanted to prove to my dad and in part to
you that you’d both been wrong about me.”

There was no emotion in his words, just a calm telling
of what had happened. As if she hadn’t ripped his heart
out and then coldly left him behind. For a moment, she
wanted to go back in time and slap the young girl she’d
been. Rationally she knew she couldn’t have stayed.
Knew that if she’d attempted to, their marriage would have
ended in divorce. But she wished she’d found the cour-
age to talk to him. To really show him who she’d been.

“Oh, Hayden, I'm so sorry. It was never that I
doubted you.” The words sounded almost too pat. They
weren’t enough. They didn’t really explain what had
been going on in her mind at the time.

“I know that now,” he said, stopping under a large
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magnolia tree. He pulled her into his arms, held her
gently against him.

She loved the way he did that. Held her like she was
precious to him. Like it mattered to him if something
hurt her. She couldn’t explain, but it made her feel as if
she’d finally found a person with whom she could share
everything.

“The Chimera is a first-rate hotel and casino.” She
was filled with pride every time she saw it. She remem-
bered the run-down old hotel that had stood here before.
Hayden had taken something that would have made
many men bitter and turned it into not only a profitable
business but also a community enhancement. He’d giv-
en back to Vegas despite the fact that the city hadn’t
brought him the jackpot he’d been searching for when
she’d left him at the altar.

“That’s right. But it’s not enough anymore. For a
while I've been searching for something more but I've
done it all. Brought in exhibits many said no one would
visit. With Deacon we’ve upgraded everything you can
imagine, from shopping to shows to casino floors.
There’s nothing left for me to achieve.”

He pulled away from her, rubbing the back of his
neck. In the moonlight his features were stark, harsh
with the emotions she knew he didn’t want to reveal.

“I don’t know how to say this,” he said at last.

She swallowed hard and realized that the idyllic time
they’d been indulging in the last few weeks was over.
Hayden was a man of action and he couldn’t just keep
moving along without a plan.
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“Say what? Do you want me to leave? Am I making
you remember the anger that drove you to build this
place?” she asked, wrapping her arms around herself.
God, she hated feeling this way. Just once she wanted to
be enough for someone. No, not anyone but Hayden. She
wanted to be worthy of the kind of kingdom he’d built.

“No,” he said. “Dammit, I want you to stay. Not just
for a few weeks or months but forever. I want to have
you in bed every night. I want to be able to call you dur-
ing the day and just hear your sweet, sexy voice. [ want
to spend my nights laughing and loving you.”

She took a deep breath. “I want that, too. More than
anything. I never expected to fall in love with you again,
but somehow I have.”

He reached for her, pulled her to him, bending to her
and kissing her fiercely. His mouth moved down her
neck, pushing her shirt out of his way. He nibbled and
suckled against her skin. She knew he was leaving be-
hind a small mark, as he’d done continually since her
return to Vegas, and she relished the brand.

He lifted his head and she met his gaze. There was
something hot and possessive in his eyes. “Am I brand-
ed as yours?”

“Yes. But it’s not enough. I want a permanent sym-
bol of our life together. A permanent reminder to both
of us that you belong to me.”

“Will you have one, too?” she asked. “I don’t want
to be your possession.”

“Yes. I...I want you to marry me, Shelby. But [ can’t
go through the big wedding we planned last time.”
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She swallowed, realizing what she’d taken away
from Hayden when she’d left him as she had. She hat-
ed herself for that. She bit her lip and hugged him close
to her, burying her face against his chest. Not wanting
him to see her own self-loathing.

“So?”

“Of course I’'ll marry you. There’s no one I’d rather
share my life with than you.”

But she knew she couldn’t go to a chapel one more
time with secrets between them. She allowed herself this
one last night of peace between them. In the morning
she’d tell him the truth. Tell him about his father and the
deal she’d accepted to return to Vegas and to him.

Arousal flooded his body and he had to claim her.
Why the hell had he picked such a public place for this?
The ring still sat in his pocket and he knew he wanted
to see it on her finger.

This time it meant more than it had the last time.
When he’d originally purchased the ring, he’d done so
because it was the most expensive one at the jeweler’s.
Over the years that ring had become his talisman, his
way of thumbing his nose at his father and the rest of
the world.

Now it would be on her hand again and he couldn’t
help but feel that Shelby was his good-luck charm. That
maybe she had been from the beginning.

“Let’s get out of here. I want to make love to you,”
he said.

She nodded, slipping her small hand in his. He led
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them quickly through the casino and to his private ele-
vator. As soon as the doors closed behind them, he took
her in his arms, backed her up against the rich walnut-
paneled walls.

Her hands slipped to his waist, holding him to her.
“Don’t regret this,” she said softly.

As if he could. He took her mouth with his, leaving
not one inch unexplored. He caged her face in his hands,
tipped her head farther back so that he could go deeper.

He vowed to brand her all over as his. Her hair
wrapped around his fingers, tying them together in one
more way. He lifted his head. Her eyes were closed, her
face flushed, her lips wet and swollen from his kisses.

He lowered his mouth to the slim length of her neck,
nibbling at her smooth flesh until he encountered her
blouse.

“Bare yourself for me. Show me you want this.”

Her eyes opened. “I always want you.”

Her hands came between them, slowly unbuttoning
her silky blouse. He followed her hands, tasting each bit
of flesh as she revealed it. He lingered at her belly but-
ton and then started back up her body, stopping be-
tween her breasts, which were still covered by the ends
of her shirt.

“Offer me your breasts.”

She shivered; he felt the tremble that swept over her
body. Her hands tightened on the edges of her blouse un-
til her knuckles were almost white. Then carefully she
pulled back the edges, revealing first the incredibly soft
white skin of her breasts and then her berry-hard nipples.
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The elevator bell rang, signaling their arrival at his
penthouse. He lifted her in his arms. “Wrap your legs
around me.”

She did as he commanded and he carried her quick-
ly to his front door and keyed it open. Once inside he
went to the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the
city of Vegas. His city and his woman. He had them both
in his arms.

He took her nipple in his mouth, suckling her strong-
ly, trying to quench a thirst that had been a part of him
for so long he wasn’t sure when it had started. Only that
he was still thirsty for her.

Her hands roamed over his back. He wanted her hands
on his skin. He set her down and ripped his shirt from
his body, tossing it aside. Shelby pushed her blouse off
as well. When she reached for her skirt, he stopped her.

“Just take your panties off.”

She nodded, reaching under her skirt to remove them.
He took a condom from his pocket and quickly sheathed
himself. Then he removed the ring, holding it in his fist.

He turned Shelby in his arms, bent her forward, sup-
porting her with his arm around her waist. “This is my
life, my kingdom. It means nothing to me without you
by my side.”

He rubbed his erection against her hot core and she
moaned, undulating against him. He skimmed his fist-
ed hand down her body, rubbing his knuckles over her
hardened nipples as he bit lightly at her nape.

He slid his hand farther down her body, brushing
over the tight curls at the apex of her thighs. He felt her
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wetness on his fingers, on the tops of her thighs. He
loved how hot she got for him.

He slipped two fingers between her legs, teasing her
opening. Pushing his thigh between hers, he forced her
legs open wider. He held himself poised at the entrance
of her body.

“Hayden...”

“Yes?” he asked, teasing her by rubbing in small cir-
cles around her core, dipping his fingers in briefly and
then pulling them out.

“What are you waiting for?”

“For you to be wearing my ring,” he said, bringing
his hand up her body and opening his fist.

She caught her breath. “You kept it?”

“I had to,” he admitted. He took her hand and push-
ed the ring onto her finger. Then he brought her hand to
his mouth and kissed her. The scent of her arousal was
on his fingers and inflamed the lust already straining the
limits of his control.

He twined their fingers together and pressed their
joined hands against the plate-glass window. “I’m not
letting you go.”

“Good,” she said.

With his free hand he positioned himself at the en-
trance to her body and anchoring her with his arm
around her waist, he plunged deep inside her. Her body
tightened around his as he continued to thrust, driving
her rapidly toward first one climax and then slowly
building her to another.

This time he tumbled over the edge with her. He bit
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her lightly on the back of the neck as his orgasm rushed
through his body, draining him of his strength. They
both collapsed against the window.

Finally Hayden straightened, lifting her in his arms
and carrying her down the hall to his bedroom. He’d just
claimed her in front of the world—his world, Vegas—
and she would be his for all time.

Shelby called her mom—something she hadn’t done
the last time she and Hayden had planned to marry. Her
mother was so happy for her and was driving to Vegas
to spend a few weeks with Shelby. Next she called
Paige, who promised to fly back for the wedding.

Shelby flew to D.C. for her meetings but missed
Hayden horribly. More than she’d thought she would.
They talked every night about everything and nothing.
And for the first time in a long time, Shelby felt as if
she was flying home, to her real home, when she re-
turned to Vegas.

Hayden had suggested they exchange vows in the ga-
zebo in the middle of the maze where they’d made love.
She’d agreed.

Everything was going very smoothly—too smooth-
ly. She knew she had to say something to Hayden before
his father did. Alan was everywhere, always watching
her with that gaze that said she wasn’t good enough for
his son. She knew it. He knew it. Only Hayden didn’t
seem to sense the undercurrents.

But she suspected he did. Suspected he was putting all
of that down to the past. But Shelby knew that it was more.
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And finally, after weeks of anticipation, tonight was
her last chance to say something. Her last chance to
come clean before the wedding tomorrow. It was the re-
hearsal dinner, being thrown at the Golden Dream by
Deacon and Kylie.

Earlier today Hayden had taken her riding on his
Harley out in the desert. She’d planned to tell him then
but had chickened out. The day had been perfect, a qui-
et sharing of their thoughts, the kind of experience that
made her realize how much she loved him. How much
she didn’t want to hurt him.

Now they were back at the penthouse. Hayden was
on the phone talking with his security people. They’d
found the man who’d attacked Roxy, and Hayden’s law-
yers were making sure the man went to jail forever.
Shelby was dressing—or trying to, at least. Nothing she
put on looked right. She’d changed clothes fifteen times.

Finally she just stood in front of the full-length mir-
ror and stared at herself in frustration. Tears burned the
back of her eyes and she just couldn’t take the internal
pressure anymore. She had to say something.

“Baby? What’s wrong?” Hayden asked as he crossed
the room to her.

He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her back
into the shelter of his body. As she stood there, surround-
ed by him, her fears seemed ridiculous. Surrounded by
him she felt as if there was no way he’d ever let her go.
Surrounded by him she felt like the lowest person alive.
She never should have let this go on so long.

He tipped her head back and lowered his mouth to
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hers. He never said he loved her. But in that kiss she felt
his emotions. They flooded her and wrapped around
her wounded heart, assuring her that everything would
be okay.

“I thought you were going to wear that sexy red
dress,” he said when he lifted his head. He skimmed his
hands down the curves of her body. “But I like this dress.”

It was a black cocktail number with a plunging neck-
line. The dress had no back and was held up by a wide
band of rhinestones at the neck. The skirt was full, end-
ing just above her knees. She’d pulled her hair up and left
afew tendrils curling at her neck and the sides of her face.

“The red one didn’t look right,” she said. “I"m not
sure about this one, either. I want everything to be per-
fect tonight.”

“It will be. Clothing doesn’t matter.”

“Not to you. You look perfect no matter what you
wear.”

And he did. Tonight he wore a custom-made tuxedo
that he’d special ordered from his Savile Row tailor a
few days ago. She was so outclassed and not just by the
clothing.

“What are you afraid of?” he asked.

“Everything and everyone. When we walk into that
party tonight, once again everyone will know that you
picked someone beneath you.”

“Shel, no one thinks that. I'm a gambler. Half of the
moneyed people in Vegas won’t talk to me. The others
only talk to me when they’re winning. I’ve been the tar-
get of more accusations than you can imagine.”



KATHERINE GARBERA 167

She shook her head at him. “But you’re still so...so-
phisticated. I can’t help it, Hayden. I feel like I'm one
step away from the trailer park. And that all those peo-
ple can see it.”

“Don’t do this to yourself. Your life is a success that
few find, regardless of where they started. I’'m so proud
of you, of what you’ve achieved.”

She smiled up at him. “Thank you. But...there’s
something I have to tell you.”

“You love me, right?”

She swallowed. “More than I thought I could love an-
other person. It’s so intense sometimes I have to pinch
myself to make sure it’s real.”

“Don’t do that, Shel. I'm here and I'm real.”

She wrapped her arms around his, needing to take
some of his strength and confidence with her before she
told him the truth of their meeting again.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped away and put a few
feet between them.

“There is something else I have to tell you.”

He turned to face her. With his brooding eyes, she
knew he sensed he wasn’t going to like what she had to
say. For a moment she considered never saying a word
but she knew that Alan wouldn’t let the truth lie undis-
covered for much longer.

The doorbell rang. “Can this wait?” Hayden asked.

She nodded, happy for the reprieve. She watched
him leave, already feeling the coldness in the room and
in her heart.



Twelve

Hayden crossed the room, grateful for the distraction.
Though he’d never admit it out loud, he’d been afraid
that something would happen and his wedding to Shel-
by wouldn’t go off without a hitch. Turned out his gut
was right—again.

He cursed when he saw his dad standing on the thresh-
old. “Not now, Dad. Really, I’'m not in the mood for one
of your lectures. And we have to get over to Deacon’s.”

His father wore a suit by the same tailor as Hay-
den’s. The cuff links that his grandfather had given him
shone at his wrists. He was flawlessly dressed from
head to toe. Hayden remembered what Shelby had said
about clothing and understood what she meant for the
very first time.
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He’d never really thought about all he took for grant-
ed but now he understood that maybe he should have.
There were differences between himself and Shelby he
couldn’t ever really comprehend.

“I’'m not here to lecture. I have to tell you some-
thing,” Alan said, crossing to the bar and pouring him-
self a drink.

This wasn’t good. His dad gestured with the bottle
and Hayden nodded. He had a feeling he was going to
need the alcohol.

“Not you, too. What is it—confession day?” he
asked, taking the glass from his father.

His dad clinked the rims together before tipping his
back and draining it. “Who else is confessing?”

“My soon-to-be wife,” Hayden said, draining his
glass. He dropped it on the bar and reached for the bot-
tle, refilling both of their glasses.

His father stopped him with a hand on his wrist. He
seemed almost relieved. “Ah, well then, maybe I'm
too late.”

“Too late for what?”” Hayden asked, knowing that he
wasn’t going to like the answer. But he hadn’t gotten to
where he was in business by ignoring the cold harsh
facts that life sometimes dealt his way.

“To tell you that I bribed her to get her back to Ve-
gas and take up with you again.”

Hayden swallowed. “What did you offer her?”

“That’s where I screwed up, son. I told her she could
have whatever she asked for.”

“Dammit, Dad.”
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Alan shook his head.

Hayden set his glass down on the bar and crossed to
the partially opened doorway of his bedroom. There
was no need to ask Shelby if his father’s words were
true. She was standing there in the shadows, tears run-
ning down her face.

She had her arms wrapped around her waist and he
knew she was hurting, but he didn’t give a damn. How
the hell had he allowed himself to be duped by her
again? Why the hell wasn’t he enough for her? When
the hell was he going to learn that money, not love, mo-
tivated Shelby Anne Paxton?

“Come on out. Let’s hear what you were going to
say,” he said to her, pushing the door open.

“Not in front of your father,” she said, her eyes beg-
ging him for a reprieve. But he wasn’t feeling generous
right now.

“Why not? You seem to have been conspiring with
him all this time.”

She grabbed a tissue from the box on the dresser and
wiped her nose. “There was no conspiracy. Please be-
lieve me.”

Alan stood in the doorway saying nothing. Hayden
wanted his dad to leave. The old man wasn’t helping.
Hayden knew there was more to what Shelby was tell-
ing him than what his father knew. He was angry and
he knew that part of it was because of his dad.

“You came back here because of me, remember?”
Alan said.

Shelby flinched but didn’t look away from either of
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them. “You’re right, Alan. And you did promise me
something if I came back here.”

Shelby’s voice shook when she spoke. A change
came over her and Hayden hardly recognized her.

“I’d hoped this would help undo the mistakes I'd
made when you were young,” Alan said.

“Looks like you bet on the wrong woman again,”
Hayden said softly.

He saw her flinch and knew that his words had cut
her deep. He felt an answering wound on his heart.
Deep inside, where he’d felt safe hiding the fact that he
loved this woman.

“I deserved that,” she said. “But I'm fighting for our
future, Hayden. I'm going to have to demand that you
don’t make any more remarks like that.”

“You’re in no position to demand anything,” Alan said.

“Don’t help, Dad. You’ve done enough.”

Shelby looked away from him and straight at his fa-
ther. ““You said I could name my price.”

Money. He’d known that was what she wanted. But
a part of him couldn’t believe it. This was the woman
who wouldn’t take any money from him at the black-
jack table. The woman who’d fought to get where she
was. He knew that his anger was clouding his judg-
ment, that he was missing something really important
here. But he couldn’t put his finger on it.

He even understood why money was so important to
her. But why couldn’t she see that he had so much more
to offer her? He could be her security if only she’d let
him. “Dammit, Dad, you should have left this alone.”



172 HIS WEDDING-NIGHT WAGER

Alan stood in the corner, watching like the wily old
gambler he was. Shelby watched him as if she wasn’t
sure whose side he was on. Hayden wanted to warn her
the old man was always on his own side.

“What are you waiting for, Shelby?” Hayden stalked
to his desk and pulled out his checkbook. “Name your
price.”

“I don’t want a check.”

“It’s good.”

“I’m sure it is. But the only thing I want is you, Hay-
den. I came back to Vegas for one reason—to reclaim
the man I never forgot.”

“My father bribed you.”

“He threatened to go to the magazines with the truth
about how I got the money to start the boutique. Tell
them that Paige and I would do anything for money. I
couldn’t let him do that. But I sold myself once and I
never will again. After he left my office, I realized that
I’d never stopped thinking about you and...well, it
seemed like the perfect chance to come back and take
that gamble I wouldn’t the first time.”

Hayden dropped his pen and checkbook and she saw
in his eyes the flame of desire and the hope for the fu-
ture. “What gamble is that?”

“Double or nothing. Without you by my side that’s
what I have. Nothing.”

“Looks like I won again,” Alan said, finally bowing
out gracefully, as if he suddenly accepted the inevita-
ble. “Now get busy and give me some grandkids to
spoil.”
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Hayden was staring at her as if he didn’t recognize
her. She closed the gap between them, taking his hand
in hers. She lifted it to her face and kissed him gently.
She knew she’d given him the shock of a lifetime and
couldn’t bear the thought of losing this man again.

“I appealed to the gambler in you because I know that
you like to take long-shot bets. But if that doesn’t work,
then I’ll beg. And if that doesn’t work, then I’ll simply
stay here and wear you down until you can see the
truth.”

“What truth is that?”” he asked, his voice low and husky.

“That I’'m not asking you to take this leap by your-
self. I'm scared of your world, of not fitting in. I'm
scared to stay with a man who doesn’t love me. But I'm
more afraid of living the rest of my days in that lonely
state that my life had become without you.”

He said nothing and she couldn’t stand the intensity
in his eyes. She took a few steps away, reaching behind
her to steady herself on the edge of the couch.

“You’re wrong, Shel,” he said, his voice deep and
husky, brushing over her senses like a warm desert breeze.

“Wrong about what?” she asked. She was afraid that
it was too late for them and she didn’t want to give up
hope. Not yet.

“Me not loving you.”

“Really, Hayden, you don’t have to say it. I know you
can never love a woman whom you can’t trust. You
won’t even have a wedding ceremony where you wait
for me at the front of the chapel.”
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He closed the distance between them in three long
strides. Grabbing her shoulders and pulling her up to-
ward him, he took her mouth in a fierce kiss that left her
battered soul wanting more.

“You’re right, I didn’t trust you. But I've loved you
for more years than either of us realized. And my anger
at you and my dad...well, it was due to the fact that I
didn’t have the courage to go and find you.”

“You didn’t know where I was.”

“I never tried to look. I do love you, Shelby. I meant
what I said when I asked you to marry me—you make
all of this worthwhile.”

Hayden pulled her down onto the couch, but the sub-
sequent pounding on the door pulled them apart. “Go
away. We’re not available right now,” he called out.

“Oh, hell, yes you are. I’'m not going back to Kylie
and telling her the guests of honor are no-shows.”

Hayden cursed but she saw the smile in his eyes. He
rubbed away the tracks her tears had made on her face
and kissed her gently. “Later, 'm going to make love
to you. But for now, let’s go celebrate our marriage.”

Hayden nervously stood in front of the preacher at
the outdoor gazebo in the gardens at the Chimera. The
afternoon was perfect, with the sun shining brightly
down on them. Deacon stood at his side and Hayden
was glad to have his friend there. Scott Rivers and Max
Williams were there as well, serving as ushers. The
two bachelors couldn’t believe he’d given up his single
days so easily. Hayden didn’t even attempt to explain
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that life without Shelby wasn’t nearly the ride that life
with her was.

Shelby’s mother waved at him from her seat in the
front row, Roxy beside her. The two women had bond-
ed. Terri Paxton needed to mother someone and Roxy
needed someone to take care of her as her wounds
healed, both mentally and physically. Terri was a stun-
ningly beautiful woman and she loved Shelby. Shelby
and Hayden were trying to convince Terri to move back
to Vegas, and she was thinking it over.

His dad sat on the opposite side of the aisle, arms
crossed over his chest, looking like a man who’d got-
ten what he wanted. Hayden shook his head thinking
about how his father had played him and Shelby. But
he couldn’t be angry, not anymore. Hayden was grate-
ful his father had interfered for once. Otherwise, he’d
still be missing Shelby.

The music started and Hayden turned to wait for his
bride. He’d been reluctant to do this again, to wait for
her at the end of the aisle with his friends in attendance,
but ultimately it was a little gesture that had meant a lot
to Shelby and to their life together.

Paige came up the aisle first and then came Shelby.
She came to him on her own, with no family to give
her away. He felt the depth of his love for her over-
whelm him, and tears burned the back of his eyes.
Never had he guessed that she would mean this much
to him.

She reached his side and he took her small trembling
hand in his. Though the preacher was saying words of
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welcome to the congregation, Hayden bent and kissed

Shelby.
She smiled up at him. His heart kicked and his gut

tightened. Being married to Shelby was like winning the
grand prize.
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