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  Introduction


  Dear readers,


  This short story is a mini sequel to my novel Something in the Wine, which tells the story of how Drew and Annie met and fell in love. Unlike my other novels, Something in the Wine doesnt include a love scene.


  I didnt feel that Annie and Drew were at a point in their relationship where they would make love, so I ended the book before that milestone in their relationship happened. Some readers seemed disappointed that I left out the love scene, but others wrote to thank me for not making Annie and Drew jump into bed too fast.


  So when I sat down to write a romantic short story for Valentines Day, I thought it might be time to give readers a glimpse into how the relationship between Annie and Drew progresses.


  I hope you enjoy the story, even if you havent read Something in the Wine.


  Jae


  Seduction for Beginners


  Jae


  Annie clicked her pen on and off and stared down at her notebook. She had been sitting at her desk for the past hour, trying to come up with a plan, and yet the page was still empty. Groaning, she picked up the stress ball from the edge of her desk and kneaded it in her left hand. Why hadnt anyone ever written a book on how to seduce your girlfriend?


  Hmm, maybe someone has. She nudged the mouse on her desk, and her computer monitor sprang to life. A quick search on Amazon produced a list of books with titles such as How to Use Hypnosis to Seduce Women and The Foolproof Guide to Picking up Hot Chicks.


  Annie shook her head. She didnt want instructions on how to lure dozens of women into her bed. What she needed was a little help with wining, dining, and seducing one specific womanher girlfriend, Drew.


  Well, she had the wining and dining part down pat. Annie thumbed through the pages of her notebook that listed her plans for Valentines Day. First, they would have dinner at an expensive restaurant overlooking the ocean and watch the sun set while sipping on a glass of Drews wine. Afterwards, they would stroll along the beach before they returned to the cozy bed-and-breakfast where she had booked a room.


  That was where the problems started. They had shared some heated kisses, but Annie had no experiences beyond that. At least not with women.


  Annie knew Drew wouldnt make the first move even though she was the more experienced one. From the moment they had first gotten together twelve weeks ago, Drew had always made sure not to pressure Annie when it came to their physical relationship. She had let Annie initiate their first real kiss, and now it would have to be Annie who introduced lovemaking into their relationship.


  She sighed. Sometimes, having a considerate girlfriend was a pain in the ass.


  Half an hour later, Annie was still staring at a blank page. She threw the stress ball against the wall and watched it ricochet across the room. Argh! The more she thought about her seduction plans, the more she started to panic. She wanted the first time between her and Drew to be perfect, a night that neither of them would ever forget. Valentines Day seemed ideal for that, so she had convinced Drew not to prepare any Valentines surprises and let her plan a romantic evening instead. On paper, everything looked good. But no matter how much she planned, it wouldnt change her own inadequacy. Drew deserves a lover who knows what shes doing, not just the bumbling attentions of a nervous nerd.


  She closed her notebook, stood, and started to pace through her bedroom.


  If only she knew how to make that first move, then maybe everything else would fall into place.


  Too bad she didnt have a best friend she could call for advice. Drew was her best friend, but she couldnt ask her about this.


  Maybe Jake would know. She stopped pacing. Yes. Her brother was the quintessential ladies man, a Casanova who had seduced so many women that he would have needed a spreadsheet to keep track. If anyone knew how to let Drew know she was ready for more, it would be Jake.


  She reached for the phone and speed-dialed his cell, hoping he wouldnt make fun of her.


  Yeah? Jake sounded out of breath.


  Annie frowned. Hi. Its me. Annie. Am I catching you at a bad time?


  No, Im just halfway up the rock-climbing wall right now.


  You picked up your phone while youre hanging from a rock-climbing wall? Annie rolled her eyes. Okay, Ill make it quick, then. Her cheeks were already glowing with embarrassment, so she didnt want to prolong this conversation anyway. What would a woman need to do to ... um ... seduce you?


  Walk up to me and strip, Jake said without hesitation. Why? Know anyone whos interested?


  Annie groaned. Obviously, Jake wasnt a good point of reference. Seducing Drew would need to be a little more subtle. No. She rubbed the back of her neck. Forget the question. Lets say ... lets say youve been with a woman for a while. And everythings going great, but you havent had ... you know.


  A whirring and then a thumping sound indicated that Jake was back on the ground. He chuckled. Sex, Annie. Youre thirty years old, and you still cant say sex?


  Of course I can say it. Saying it wasnt the problem, though. Annie gritted her teeth. Maybe calling Jake hadnt been such a bright idea, but for Drews sake, she was determined to get some information out of him. Sex. There. I said it. S-E-X. Happy now?


  Jake laughed. Yep. Okay, so me and my imaginary girlfriend havent been doing the horizontal mambo. Why not? Shes not ugly as sin, is she?


  No! Shes beautiful. Most people didnt consider Drew a conventional beauty. Her nose and jaw were a bit too strong and her build too stocky, but Annie considered every inch of her attractive.


  Then why wait? Jake asked.


  Well, because ... because ... Annie dropped onto her desk chair and huffed out a breath. Because it isnt just a one-night stand, and you want to get it right.


  Whats there to get right? Its sex, Annie, not rocket science. You just insert tab A into slot B and


  Eww. Annie nearly dropped the phone when she attempted to cover her ears. Spare me the Ikea sex instructions, please.


  Okay, okay. So what was the question again?


  Annie hesitated. She shook her head at herself. Asking Jake of all people for advice ... what was I thinking? You know what? Forget it. Its not important.


  Aww, just when it was getting interesting, Jake said, his tone teasing.


  Not in the mood for silly jokes, Annie said nothing.


  Metal clinked on the other end of the line. Then Jake cleared his throat. Youre not just asking because youre curious about my spectacular adventures in the bedroom, are you? Oh, shit, Annie. Tell me this isnt about you and Drew.


  Again, Annie remained silent.


  So the two of you havent ...? Now it was Jake who couldnt say the word. No, dont tell me. I dont want to know the details of my sisters sex life.


  Thats the problem. There is no sex life. Her whole life, she had been the one to give advice to her brother. Not that he ever followed it. But still. She swallowed her pride. I wouldnt ask you, but I really dont know how to approach this.


  Silence filtered through the line, interrupted only by Jakes breathing. It sounded as if he was close to hyperventilating. Um, but youre not ...? I mean, you have ...? You had sex before, right?


  Yes, Annie said, ignoring the heat creeping up her neck. But this is different. Her previous experiences really didnt prepare her for her plans on Valentines Day.


  Why? Because Drew is a woman?


  No. Yes. Its part of it, but ... Before, it never mattered so much. Sex had never been all that important to her. A part of life that was pleasant, but nothing to get too excited about. She had never wasted much thought on how to please her partner. If sex hadnt been perfect, so what? Ever-lasting love, butterflies in your stomach, and perfect sex existed only in romance novels. Or so Annie had thought. Until shed met Drew.


  Christ, relax, will you? If you put so much pressure on yourself, youre setting yourself up to fail.


  Thank you very much, Annie said. That kind of encouragement is exactly what I need to hear.


  Jake sighed. Like you said, sex isnt like assembling furniture. When the time comes, youll figure out the mechanics. Dont worry. Im sure Drew will tell you exactly what to do to curl her toes.


  Maybe he was right. Drew would gently guide her, as she had with everything else. But how do I let Drew know that I want ... you know? Great. Now Im back to avoiding the word.


  Easy, Jake said. You just tell her. Its totally hot when a woman leans over to me during dinner and tells me exactly what she wants to do to me after dessert.


  Easy? No. Nothing about it was easy. Annie rubbed her face with her free hand as she imagined walking up to Drew and telling her she wanted to have sex. Oh, God. No. I cant do that.


  If you cant say it face-to-face, how about a sizzling text message? Jake asked. Last time I got one of those, I left a football evening with the boys faster than you can say cunnilingus.


  Annie wrinkled her nose. What was she supposed to write? Want to get naked and sweaty with me? No, thanks. I dont think thats my style either.


  Then lose the accountant look and put on something sexy. Sometimes, a picture is worth a thousand words. If you show up in a mini-skirt, stilettos, and sexy underwear, Drew will know whats up.


  I dont know, Jake.


  Jake let out a long groan. God, you women are complicated! You can do my taxes with your eyes closed, but you cant figure out how to let your girlfriend know you want to sleep with her?


  A male voice called Jakes name.


  I have to go. My next class starts in five minutes, Jake said. Stop obsessing about this and just relax.


  Then there was a click and after that only silence.


  Annie laid down the phone and twirled around and around on her desk chair until the world started to blur.


  * * *


  Am I allowed to look now? Drew asked as Annie led her along the wooden boardwalk.


  No, Annie said. Keep your eyes closed for a little longer. She wanted the evening to be a surprise for Drew. Hopefully a pleasant one.


  I think I know where we are anyway. I can hear the ocean.


  Annie glanced down at the waves that washed over the pebbles at the beach, making them sparkle like jewels. If we are where you think we areand Im not denying or confirming itwould it be a good choice for our Valentines Day date?


  The best, Drew said. Moonstone Beach is my favorite place on earth. Well, apart from She stumbled over an uneven board and nearly fell.


  Annie caught her at the last moment. Oh my God. Im so sorry. I should have paid more attention to where I was leading you.


  Dont worry, Drew said. As long as I land in your arms, I really dont mind. With her eyes still closed, she felt around, wrapped her arms around Annie, and pecked her on the lips, as always careful not to go too far in public.


  Annie loved Drew for being so considerate, but now it made seducing Drew even harder. Determined to break through Drews chivalrous behavior, Annie leaned down and kissed her.


  Drew wrapped both arms around her and pulled her closer.


  For a moment, Annies nervousness faded away and she forgot about everything but Drews lips against hers. Then she became aware of a dozen people watching them from the patio of the restaurant. She blushed and gently disengaged herself from Drew. Um, you can open your eyes now.


  Drew opened her eyes. Ah, Moonstone Beach. I had a feeling thats where we were going. She smiled at Annie. And by the way, you look beautiful.


  Annie slid her damp palms down the burgundy dress. It was Drews favorite. Thanks. You look wonderful too.


  As always, Drew looked entirely comfortable in her own skin, even dressed up in dark gray slacks and a baby-blue blouse. The two top buttons were open, revealing Drews tanned skin. She carried a light jacket over her arm.


  Annie wished she felt half as comfortable. The elegant dress and the semi-high heels were a far cry from her usual conservative business suits, and Annie always felt as if she were a girl playing grownup by dressing in her mothers clothes. Worse, she had taken Jakes advicenot about the mini-skirt and the stilettos, but she was wearing a thong beneath the dress. How did other women stand this? Constantly feeling that strip of fabric between her buttocks was driving her crazy.


  Most tables were occupied, mostly by couples and young families.


  The hostess seated them at the edge of the patio, with a direct view of the beach.


  Annie had planned this since Christmas and had made sure to reserve the restaurants best table. Everything had to be perfect today.


  The waiter stepped up to their table, introduced himself, and asked, May I start you off with something to drink?


  I arranged to bring our own wine, Annie said.


  Drew gazed at her. You did?


  Annie nodded. She had paid the corkage fee and shipped the bottle ahead of time. One of your Cabernets.


  Ah, yes. My boss mentioned it, the waiter said. Ill get your wine and give you a minute to look at the menu. He walked away.


  Drew reached across the table and took Annies hand.


  With her free hand, Annie tugged at the back of her dress. Christ, who invented this goddamned thong?


  You know, thats one of the things I love about you, Drew said, gazing into Annies eyes. To the people who dont know you very well, you appear to be this down-to-earth numbers cruncher, but deep inside, youre really a closet romantic. Thank you for going to all this trouble. She turned Annies hand and kissed her palm.


  Annie stopped tugging. Youre definitely worth it.


  They opened their menus.


  Oh, look. Drew pointed at the page with the appetizers. They even have your favorite, sweet potato fries. Do you want to share them?


  Annies stomach felt like one big knot of nerves. She didnt have much of an appetite, but she nodded anyway.


  They ordered, and within ten minutes the waiter returned with the fries and two Caesar salads.


  Annie picked up her fork and pierced a fry. Her hands trembled, though, and the fry dropped onto the patio. Oh. Im sorry. Im such a klutz.


  Yeah, but youre my klutz. Drews dimples made an appearance as she smiled. And look. Its not going to waste.


  A seagull swept down and gobbled up the fry.


  Annie picked at her salad and squirmed on her chair, barely resisting the constant urge to tug at the thong.


  Drew covered Annies hand with her own. You okay?


  Im fine. Annie quickly put a forkful of salad into her mouth.


  One dark eyebrow lifted. Want to try that again?


  As a New Years resolution, Annie had promised herself and Drew that she would try to work on her tendency to pretend everything was okay and she could solve all her problems on her own. So far, she had done well when it came to relying on Drew for emotional support, but now she couldnt tell her what was going on. At least not everything. Im all right. Its just ... I put on this new pair of panties, and now theyre driving me crazy. She rubbed at her annoying blush with both hands. Lets face it ... a suave seductress Im not.


  Drews dark eyes glittered. Want me to help you take them off later?


  Yes, Annie wanted to say, but her lips refused to form the word. If she told Drew what she wanted her to do later, shed surely sound stupid, like a third-rate actress in a cheap porn movie. Helplessly, she peered at Drew.


  Im sorry, Drew said and looked away. Now I made you uncomfortable.


  No, no, you didnt. Really. Now it was Annies turn to reach across the table and take Drews hand. She caressed the calluses on Drews palm and fingers.


  When Drew looked up, their gazes met and held. Youd tell me if I did anything to make you uncomfortable, right?


  Pressing her lips together, Annie nodded. God, Im really making a mess of things. Now shell be even more careful not to pressure me in any way. At the rate they were going, theyd finally have sex at their tenth anniversary. Believe me, nothing you do could make me uncomfortable. Its


  The waiter interrupted her as he returned with their plates. He placed the grilled salmon they had ordered in front of Drew and the garden pasta primavera in front of Annie.


  Oh, that looks good, Drew said.


  Annie inhaled the scent of fresh herbs. It smelled delicious. On any other night, she would have dug in as if she were starving. Want to try a little?


  When Drew nodded, Annie pierced a bit of the pasta on her fork and dipped it in the mushroom-and-cream sauce before she held the fork out to Drew.


  Drew leaned forward and, looking straight into Annies eyes, closed her lips around the fork.


  Annie swallowed as she watched Drew lick her lips. An image of those lips wandering down her neck, kissing circles around her breasts, then closing around her nipple flashed through her mind. The temperature on the patio seemed to jump up by a few degrees.


  Delicious, Drew said.


  Her voice, low and intimate, made Annie shiver.


  Drew sent her a concerned gaze. Youre not cold, are you?


  Oh, no. Quite the opposite. Her whole body felt as if she were running a fever. Annies throat was parched, but she forced herself to sip her wine slowly. She wanted to remember every second of this night, not experience it in a half-drunken haze.


  The sun wandered toward the horizon as they finished their dinner.


  Drew stood and switched seats so she could sit next to Annie while they watched the sunset.


  For a few minutes, Annie forgot about her nervousness as the sky changed colorsfrom a baby-blue that matched Drews blouse to yellow, orange, and red, and then, finally, as the sun sank lower, to a purplish blue. The ocean mirrored each of the colors, looking as if it consisted of liquid bronze and gold. Clouds drifted across the sky, illuminated by the setting sun.


  The soft light flickered across Drews face. She looked so calm and happy that Annie fell in love with her all over again.


  Sipping her wine, Drew wrapped one arm around Annies shoulders.


  Finally, somethings going right. Even Annie with her nervousness couldnt ruin this majestic sunset. She leaned against Drew and redirected her gaze to the beach.


  Time seemed to pass in slow motion as the sun sank lower and then disappeared below the horizon. The sky was still lit up in shades of orange, red, and purple. Then darkness started to fall until just a glimmer of light remained at the horizon.


  Lamps went on in every corner of the patio.


  Now that the sun had set, temperatures dropped. Annie shivered in her thin dress.


  Drew wrapped her other arm around her too. Do you want my jacket?


  Before Annie could answer, the hostess stepped onto the patio and stopped at each table to offer a blanket.


  Drew wrapped the blanket around both their shoulders and covered their laps with the rest of the soft fabric.


  Annie snuggled close beneath the blanket. Weeks ago, she would have hesitated to show her love so openly in public, but she had learned to ignore the occasional stare they got.


  She inhaled the heady scent of Drews perfume. Drews closeness, her arm pressing against the side of Annies breast, made every cell in Annies body vibrate, part nervousness, part desire.


  Not saying a word, they watched the waves lap at the rocks jutting into the ocean. Gray shapes littered the beach farther down, but in the almost darkness, Annie wasnt sure if they were sea elephants or just driftwood.


  Look. I think those are elephant seals, Drew said as if guessing Annies thoughts. She freed one hand from the blanket and pointed in the direction of the gray shapes.


  Annie squinted. How can you tell? Like Drew, she kept her voice at a whisper so she wouldnt disturb the peace of the moment.


  Educated guess, Drew said. Just a few miles from here is an elephant seal rookery, and mating peaks around Valentines Day.


  A flush warmed Annies skin. I bet they dont have any trouble seducing their mate.


  The waiter slowly approached their table. Can I bring you anything else?


  Drew looked at Annie. Want to share a piece of cheesecake?


  Normally, Annie loved cheesecake, but today, the food seemed to get stuck in her dry throat and sit like lead in her stomach. She shook her head. No, thanks, not for me.


  Just the bill, please, Drew said to the waiter. After he walked away, she turned back to Annie. Are you really okay? You hardly ate anything.


  Im fine. Just a bit tired. What else was she supposed to say? Im close to a heart attack because I want to make love to you and have no idea how, but otherwise Im fine?


  Drew cradled Annies head with both hands and kissed her forehead, her lips light as a feather against Annies skin. Let me drive and you can nap on the way home.


  Here we go. Annie took a deep breath. This was phase two of operation seduction. She clutched her wineglass in her trembling hands. Um ... were not driving home today.


  Were not?


  No, Annie said. Thats the second part of my surprise. I booked a room at an inn not far from here.


  Drew moved back a few inches to stare at her. Oh, wow, Annie, thats wonderful. She paused. But ... I have a wine tasting tomorrow morning, and I didnt bring a toothbrush or pajamas.


  Hopefully, you wont need pajamas tonight. I packed a bag for you, and I got Martin to cover the wine tasting.


  Wow, Drew said again. You really thought this through, hmm? She caressed Annies cheek. I dont think anyone ever went to so much trouble to make Valentines Day special for me. Thank you.


  So booking a room was all right? Unlike Annie, Drew was the laid-back type who went with the flow, but Annie still hadnt been completely sure Drew would like the unexpected change of plans.


  Drews thumb brushed over the corner of Annies mouth. Of course its all right. With work, the vineyard, and your family and friends getting used to your new relationship, its been a busy year so far. It will be nice to spend the night away from everything. Just the two of us, relaxing.


  Relaxing wasnt what Annie had in mind. Did Drew really not even think of more than just sharing the bed, as they sometimes had when Annie stayed over? Had she gotten so used to just cuddling that her body didnt ache with need anymore? Doesnt she want me? She searched Drews eyes but couldnt read anything but tenderness.


  Annie paid the bill while Drew folded the blanket.


  Hand in hand, they strolled along the boardwalk. The murmur of the waves as they lapped at the beach accompanied them north. Annies heartbeat seemed to drown out the sounds of their footsteps on the wooden planks. Shed forgotten about the irritating thong while watching the sunset, but now the thin strip of material between her butt cheeks bit into her with every step. In the darkness, she tried to inconspicuously tug the thong into a more comfortable position.


  Drew turned her head and chuckled. Christ, what kind of annoying panties are you wearing?


  Annie snatched her hand away and swallowed. Jakes words echoed through her mind. If you show up in sexy underwear, Drew will know whats up. Well, maybe it was time to reveal her intentions. At least then this nerve-racking waiting and guessing would be over. She touched the moonstone pendant around her neck for good luck, took a deep breath, and said, Its a


  A raindrop splattered on her nose. Another one hit her glasses.


  Annie threw a disbelieving glare up at the sky. It hadnt rained in weeks, and now of all times ...


  The clouds above them burst open. Rain drenched them.


  Run! Annie shouted.


  Drew struggled out of her jacket and held it up over their heads to shelter them both. Where to?


  Follow me! Running on the unfamiliar semi-high heels was a murderous undertaking. Annie struggled not to slip and fall on the wet wood.


  Thankfully, the inn was just a few steps away, right across the street from the beach.


  The woman behind the front desk took one look at their sodden clothes and quickly checked them in.


  Annies hands trembled as she fumbled with the key card to unlock the door to their room.


  Drew reached around her. Her hands, as steady as always, took over the task. Take a hot shower, she said. Thatll warm you right up.


  Annie wasnt sure that would stop the trembling.


  They rushed into the room, both still breathing hard from their sprint across the boardwalk.


  Water dripped from Drews hair and made the curls stick to her forehead. She kicked off her shoes and crossed the room with quick steps. Seconds later, she returned with two towels from the bathroom. Come here.


  When Annie stepped up to her, Drew hung one towel over Annies shoulders. She lifted the rain-smeared glasses off Annies nose, folded them, and set them on one of the nightstands before she returned to Annie. Gently, she rubbed Annies head with the second towel, ignoring her own predicament. Jesus. Youre wet to the skin. Get out of those clothes. Turn around. Ill help you with that zipper.


  Annies heart hammered in her throat as she turned around. The touch of Drews hands against her back made her suck in a breath.


  Drews hands slid down to Annies hips. She peeked around Annies shoulders as if to make sure Annie was okay. When Annie nodded, she slid down the zipper. Her fingertips grazed Annies damp skin.


  Shivering, Annie clutched the dress to her chest. Come on. Youve got nothing to hide from Drew. She wanted Drew to see her even if it was a bit terrifying to expose herself so fully while Drew was still dressed. She let go of the dress and held her breath. Would Drew like her body? Or would she think Annie was too skinny and her breasts too small?


  Go take a show Drews breath brushed across Annies shoulder blades as she exhaled sharply. Um, Annie? Are you ...? She cleared her throat. Are you wearing a thong?


  Annie swallowed and nodded, her back still to Drew. She wanted to say something or take Drews hand and drag her to the bed, but her muscles felt as frozen as a block of ice in the Arctic.


  Ah, yes. Avoids the dreaded panty lines if youre wearing a dress, right? Drews voice sounded husky.


  I ... I didnt put it on for practical reasons, Annie said. She hardly recognized her own voice.


  For a few moments, the sound of Drews breathing stopped behind her. Only the murmur of the ocean and the pattering of the rain drifted in from outside.


  Um, you didnt?


  Annie shook her head. I wore it for you.


  The towel Drew had been holding dropped to the floor. You ... you mean ...?


  Annie nodded and hung her head. Now it seems like a stupid idea, but I wanted this to be a romantic evening, followed by, well ... She gave herself a mental shove. Be an adult and say it. The best sex we ever had. She stared at the towel on the floor. But I keep ruining everything. Im just not good at any of this.


  Annie, please, turn around, Drew whispered, her voice hoarse.


  Gusts of wind drove the rain against the window. Annie shivered and hesitated. Slowly, she turned around, very aware that she was just wearing her thong, her shoes, and the moonstone necklace. She covered her breasts with her hands.


  Drew stepped closer, keeping her gaze on Annies face. No negative assumptions about yourself, remember? You didnt ruin anything. She reached up and cradled Annies cheek in her palm. Anything can be romantic if youre with the right person, even getting caught in a downpour with a nervous woman who keeps tugging at her underwear.


  Annies cheek heated against Drews palm, but she had to smile.


  I had a wonderful time, Drew said. But we wont have sex tonight.


  Oh. Had she managed once and for all to turn Drew off? With her hands still covering her breasts, she peeked at Drew. We wont?


  No, Drew said. Gently, she pulled Annies hands away from her body and kissed first one palm, then the other. Her gaze, intense and heated, slid down Annies body. Well be making love.


  * * *


  Annies knees trembled as she followed Drew to the bed. While Drew pulled back the covers, Annie stopped and stared down at the sheets.


  Drew turned and regarded her with a worried expression. You okay?


  Wordlessly, Annie nodded.


  Are you sure you want to do this? You dont need to, you know? It would still be the most romantic evening of my life, even if we just spend the night holding each other.


  No, I ... Annie cleared her throat. I want to.


  Drew stepped closer and searched her face. If you change your mind at any time, you just need to say so.


  Annie nodded, but she didnt plan on taking Drew up on her offer. She had let her nervousness stop her from showing Drew how much she loved her for too long already. I might need a little guidance, she said, studying the inns carpet.


  Ill give you as much guidance as you want, sweetheart. Please do the same, okay?


  Was Drews voice shaking? Annie looked up. Drews eyes were nearly black, darkened by nervousness and desire. For a moment, Annie forgot her own fear. She took Drews hand in both of hers and rubbed it with her thumbs. Are you okay?


  Yeah. Drew exhaled. Im just nervous because I want this to be good for you.


  Oh, Jesus. Were quite the pair.


  Drew smiled. Yes, we are. Well be okay as long as we keep talking to each other.


  Annie nodded and reached for her glasses on the nightstand.


  Drew stopped her with a quick touch to her hand. You wont need them, she said, her voice low. Just focus on what you feel. She cupped Annies face with both hands and brought her lips to Annies. She kissed her slowly, leisurely, her lips caressing Annies, no tongue involved except for a playful lick here and there.


  Sighing against Drews mouth, Annie sank into the kiss.


  With careful teeth, Drew nibbled on Annies bottom lip and teased the corners of her mouth, coaxing her lips apart.


  Every bone in Annies body seemed to turn into a quivering, jellylike mass. She sank against Drew and clutched at her shoulders to keep herself upright.


  Instantly, Drew wrapped both arms around her.


  Annies bare breasts pressed against the wet fabric of Drews blouse, making her aware again that she was nearly naked. She sucked in a breath and jerked back.


  You all right? Drew whispered against her ear.


  The hot breath bathing her ear made Annie shiver. She nodded numbly. Your ... your shirt. Its wet and cold as ice.


  Do you want to help me take it off?


  The thought of feeling Drews skin against hers made Annies head spin. She nodded.


  Drew took Annies hands and placed them on her upper chest.


  With trembling fingers, Annie tried to work the top button free, fumbling a bit until it finally slipped through the eyelet. Then she moved on to the next button. When she reached the edge of the gray slacks, she pulled the blouses tails out.


  Drew stood still, her heated gaze following the path of Annies hands.


  Finally, the blouse parted, revealing a simple white cotton bra.


  Drew glanced down at her chest. If I had known what you had in mind for tonight, I would have worn something a little more


  Annie grabbed the blouse with both hands and stopped Drew by kissing her. No talking. No thinking. If she started to think about this too much, she would lose her courage. Her hands slid beneath the blouse and discovered the smooth skin of Drews sides and back. So soft. She needed more. She pushed the fabric back, but instead of falling to the floor, the blouse caught on Drews wrists. Groaning, Annie broke the kiss and fumbled with the tiny buttons on the blouses sleeves before she finally succeeded in opening them.


  Drew nodded down at her slacks. Want me to ...?


  No, Annie said, Ill do it. She loosened the metal buckle on Drews belt and pulled the leather free. The rasping of the zipper as she slid it down sounded unbearably loud. She paused to study Drew.


  Standing there with her slacks open and without her blouse, Drew looked sexier than anything Annie had ever seen. Annie couldnt believe she was about to make love to her. She trembled with a mix of nerves and desire.


  When Annie hesitated, Drew pushed down her slacks and stepped out of them.


  Annies gaze drifted over strong shoulders and then down to bra-covered, full breasts. God, shes so beautiful. She loved Drews gentle curves, the mix of sturdy muscles and feminine softness. She wanted to see more of Drew. Can I ...? Her fingers trembled as she pointed at Drews bra.


  Biting her lip, Drew nodded.


  Annies breath came in quick pants. She stepped closer, reached around Drew, and tried to undo the bras clasp, but the metal hooks refused to cooperate.


  This takes some practice. Drews voice sounded raspy. Want me to help?


  Annie nodded.


  Drew reached back. One second, then the bras straps slid down her toned arms, and the cups fell away.


  Even though Annie knew she was staring like a teenaged boy, she couldnt help herself.


  Drews breasts were larger than her own and fuller, and like the rest of Drew, they were absolutely breathtaking.


  When Annie just stood and stared, Drew took her hand and guided her onto the bed.


  Annie sank into the inns comfortable pillows, still staring up at Drew.


  Drew slid off her panties, climbed up after Annie, and leaned over her on one elbow. She trailed the fingers of one hand through the hair on Annies temple and gazed down at her.


  Now what? Annie had dreamed about this moment so many times in the past weeks, but now that she was here with Drew, she wasnt sure where to start. She wanted to touch her everywhere at once. I did a lot of research, she said. Her voice shook. But now I cant remember a thing.


  Research? A smile dimpled Drews cheeks. She leaned down and kissed Annies brow. Youre such a geek.


  Annie returned her smile. Yes, but Im your geek.


  Yes, you are, Drew murmured. She lay down half next to, half on top of Annie, with one leg nestled between Annies thighs.


  Annie gasped as Drews heated skin slid against hers. As different from each other as they were, their bodies fit together perfectly.


  Drew picked up one of Annies trembling hands. She stroked her palm, then kissed each of the fingers. Just trust me and relax, okay? You dont need any research for this.


  Goose bumps prickled along Annies skin as Drew followed the throbbing vein in her wrist down and pressed kisses to the sensitive spot in the bend of her elbow.


  When Drew looked up, their gazes met. Drew smiled and repeated the gentle treatment on Annies other arm. She trailed kisses down the side of Annies neck and across first one shoulder, then the other before she caressed Annies collarbones with her lips. With tender fingers, Drew moved the moonstone pendant aside and kissed the hollow at the base of Annies throat. She slid on top of Annie and nestled between her thighs, propping herself up on her elbows. Close your eyes, Drew whispered.


  Handing over total control had never been Annies strong suit, but she trusted Drew, so she let her eyelids flutter shut. She leaned her head back and arched into Drews touch.


  A kiss landed on the slope of Annies left breast, just over her heart. Drew licked a hot trail down the center of Annies chest. Her tongue drifted along the outer curve of her breast, then circled closer and closer.


  Moaning helplessly, Annie raked her nails up and down the tight muscles on either side of Drews spine. She opened her eyes.


  Drew looked up and smiled. Good?


  Annie nodded wildly, too overwhelmed to speak.


  Drew trailed her hands down the sides of Annies breasts, dipped her head, and flicked her tongue across one of Annies nipples, sending ripples of sensation through Annie.


  Her hands came up and clutched Drews head.


  Humming, Drew nuzzled her breast, then wrapped her lips around one nipple and sucked.


  Dear God. Annie couldnt lie still. She writhed beneath Drew and gulped air into her oxygen-starved lungs.


  Drew caressed Annies other breast. The calluses on Drews fingers made Annie tingle all over. One last lick, then Drews lips moved lower, kissing down her belly. Her wet hair left a damp trail across Annies overheated skin.


  Wha-what is she doing? Every muscle in Annies body tensed.


  Immediately, Drew stopped her downward movement and looked up. Are you uncomfortable with this? Id really like to taste you. But if you dont want me to, its okay.


  Annie struggled to make sense of everything that was going on. With Patrick, her former boyfriend, she hadnt liked it, too tense to enjoy the experience, but maybe with Drew, it would be different. Trying to relax, she gave Drew an encouraging nod.


  If its too much for you, Ill stop, okay? Drew moved up and tenderly kissed her lips before she slowly started to trail kisses down her breastbone, over every inch of Annies breasts and sides, and finally down her belly.


  Annies stomach fluttered. Would she really be able to enjoy this? Would Drew really like it? What if ...? Annie gasped and couldnt hold on to her thoughts as Drew slid her hand over the curve of her hip and rolled down the thong. Annie had forgotten that she was still wearing it. When Drew tugged, she lifted her hips and let Drew slip it down her legs. It landed on the floor next to the bed, and Annie stared down at it, very aware that she was now completely naked.


  Are you really okay with this? Drew asked.


  Rain drummed against the window, the storm outside as intense as the one raging inside of Annie. She nodded.


  Drew leaned down and caressed Annies lower abdomen with her lips, taking her time. Her chin brushed Annies curls. When she looked up, her eyes were hazy. Her nostrils flared. Mmm, you smell so good.


  Annie flushed. Did Drew really think so? The passion in Drews eyes didnt leave any doubts. She really thinks Im desirable.


  Drew crawled farther down the bed. Resting her hands against the outside of Annies thighs, she kissed the hollow where Annies belly met her thighs.


  Annie shuddered. Her stomach tightened, and goose bumps formed all over her body. Her whole body felt as if electricity were running through it.


  The kisses wandered lower. Drew slid her hands down and nudged Annies legs farther apart. Her damp hair tickled Annies thighs. Warm breath whispered against her skin as Drew pressed a kiss to the inside of Annies thigh.


  Annie sucked in a shaky breath and clutched at Drews shoulders, unsure whether she should pull her back up or press her down.


  Before she could decide, Drew spread her open and flicked her tongue over Annies clit.


  Oh, God. Annies body arched up. Heat rushed through her. She caught her lower lip between her teeth and tried to control her erratic breathing.


  Drew reached up and entwined her fingers with Annies, grounding her. With her other hand, she gripped Annies hip and gently held her in place. She circled Annies clit with her tongue, then closed her lips over Annie and suckled.


  Annies mouth fell open. Her body took on a life of its own. Her hips surged upward. She wound her fingers into Drews short hair and watched Drew move between her legs until her eyes fell closed. Oh, yes. A long groan escaped Annie. Drews answering moan vibrated through Annie. Her fingers flexed in Drews hair.


  Drew moved with her, sucking, thrusting, flicking. Her hands reached under Annie to cup her ass and pull her closer.


  More, more, more. The world spun around Annie. Her heartbeat hammered in her ears, echoing the pounding between her legs. She panted through a dry mouth.


  A slight tremor started in her legs. She dug her heels into the mattress. Her hips rose off the bed. Drew! Frantically, she let go of Drews hair and grabbed fistfuls of sheet to anchor herself. Her thighs clenched around Drews head. A deep pounding started in her belly, then pulsed outward. Her body arched, stiffened, and collapsed back against the bed.


  Time and sound ceased to exist, and she was only hazily aware of Drew crawling up her body. Finally, when her muscles started to work again, she reached up with one hand and covered her eyes. Oh my God.


  Look at me, Drew whispered against her neck. She pulled Annies hand down and kissed her eyelids, then her cheek.


  Annie blinked her eyes open and stared up into Drews flushed face. Drew ... Her voice sounded hoarse. Had she been screaming?


  I love you, Drew said. She caressed every inch of Annies face.


  Weakly, Annie lifted her arms and clutched Drew to her. God, Drew. I love you too. More than words can say. Annie hoped she would be able to show Drew.


  Drew cuddled closer and wrapped one arm and one leg around Annies overheated body. Her head on Annies shoulder, she gazed up at her. I hope this was everything your research promised. One corner of her mouth curled up into a smile.


  Annies brain still didnt work properly, so she barely remembered the books shed read or the movies shed watched. She knew, though, that the cold facts of her research couldnt compare to what shed shared with Drew. How could she find words to describe what she was feeling? The sensations and emotions were still too overwhelming, and she couldnt process them all.


  Annie? Drew asked when Annie remained silent. It was okay, right?


  It was ... Annie paused to catch her breath and find the right words. Intense and wonderful.


  Yes, it was, Drew said, her voice lowered as if she were in church and didnt want to interrupt worship. But you still look a little ... worried. Whats going on in that beautiful head of yours? She trailed her finger over the spot between Annies eyebrows as if smoothing out a worry line.


  Annie gnawed on her lip. I dont know how to say this.


  Drew tenderly stroked her cheek. Just say it. Whatever it is, well deal with it together, okay?


  No longer able to hold eye contact, Annie glanced at Drews muscular leg that was still wrapped around her. In all the books I read, even the inexperienced partner is always able to make her lover ... you know. But Im not sure I ... I dont know how to ...


  Drews smile brought out her dimples. Is that what has you so worried? God, Annie, believe me, you wont have any problems either. Im so turned on right now that you could finish me off with two strokes.


  Really? Hearing what effect she was having on Drew was beyond exciting, but Annie didnt want it to be over that fast. I dont want that.


  Drews smile faltered. You dont?


  No. I want to do to you what you did to me. Annie flushed at the memory. I mean ... not exactly that, but I ... I want to kiss you and caress you all over.


  A moan rumbled up Drews chest. She rolled onto her back and took Annie with her. Well, for the sake of research, I guess Ill sacrifice myself.


  Annie smiled despite her nervousness. Pushing herself up on one arm, she lay next to Drew and let her gaze slide over her body. Where should she begin? She took in the athletic arms and legs. Drews strong hands rested palm-down on the bed, fingers spread as if she needed to brace herself. The elegant arch of Drews collarbones caught her attention, and she lifted her free hand to trace it with her index finger.


  Goose bumps formed beneath her fingertips.


  Annie followed their path to one shoulder, then down to Drews upper chest. She tilted her head and marveled at the contrast of her tanned arms and legs to the lighter tones of her chest and belly. Her gaze flickered down to Drews breasts, then back up to her face.


  The hungry look on Drews face sent a surge of arousal through her. Drawn in by Drews eyes, she bent to kiss her.


  Drew surged against her but still kept her hands on the bed.


  Breathing heavily, Annie finally broke the kiss. She pressed her lips to Drews chiseled jaw and kissed down her neck. A rapid pulse thudded beneath her lips. She tasted the saltiness of Drews skin, nearly feeling dizzy with the sight, sound, smell, and taste of her. After exploring every dip of her shoulders and upper chest with her lips, she moved back so she could see more of her. Again, Drews breasts, lighter than the rest of her body, caught her attention. She ran her fingertips up and down Drews sides, enjoying the smoothness of her skin. On each pass, her fingers ventured a little closer to the tempting breasts until she grazed their outer curve but stopped just shy of touching them.


  Drew groaned.


  Annie stroked the silky skin beneath Drews breasts and let her palms slide over the curve of her belly. So soft, she whispered. She trailed one fingertip up Drews breastbone, then back down, stroking just a little to the left and right. Finally, she reached out to touch Drews left breast. Just an inch from it, she hesitated and looked at Drew.


  Yes, Drew whispered. Please.


  Annie cradled the breast in her palm, gently testing its weight. She trailed her thumb over the inner curve and finally brushed across the nipple. It hardened beneath her touch. Her gaze flickered back to Drews face.


  Drews eyes were closed, but now they fluttered open. Feels so good.


  Encouraged by Drews words, Annie leaned down and, with her hand still covering Drews breast, kissed her upper chest.


  A frantic heartbeat thudded beneath her lips.


  Annie kissed along the slope of Drews breast, then toward the center. After one last glance at Drews flushed face, she carefully touched one nipple with the tip of her tongue.


  Drew sucked in a breath. One of her hands came up and cupped the back of Annies neck, not urging her on or guiding her, just establishing contact.


  How amazing the contrast of the hardened nipple and the silky skin surrounding it felt. Annie explored Drews breasts with her hands and lips and tongue until Drew started to writhe beneath her.


  Drew groaned deep in her throat. Christ, youre killing me. Heat radiated off her skin.


  Was she doing anything wrong? Annie looked up. Show me what to do, please.


  Wordlessly, Drew entwined her fingers with Annies and guided her hand down her belly. When their hands reached Drews lower abdomen, she let go and pressed Annies hand to her skin.


  Annie swallowed. Experimentally, she combed her fingers through the curls at the base of Drews belly. The curly hairs tickled her palm.


  Drews body beneath hers went still as if Drew was holding her breath. Her pulse beat rapidly in her neck.


  Answering the wild beat, Annies heart hammered out a frantic rhythm. She pulled her hand back and stroked the outside of Drews thighs instead, not yet ready to touch her more intimately.


  The muscles beneath her hands quivered.


  She trailed her fingers over the soft skin on the inside of Drews thigh. A light sheen of perspiration covered Drews skin, making each touch feel like the sliding of satin over satin. Slowly, Annie moved her hand higher.


  Drew parted her legs even farther and pressed against Annies palm.


  Annies fingers slid through warm wetness. She gasped. Oh, wow. A deep pulsing started between her own thighs, amazing her. How could she be aroused again so soon? She brushed one fingertip against Drews clit. A breathless moan from Drew sent shivers of excitement down Annies spine. Is this okay?


  More than ... okay. Drew arched against Annie. Her eyes were half-closed, but she kept watching Annie from beneath lowered lids.


  Annie started to explore with a bit more confidence, eager to find out what kind of touch would make Drew moan again. She moved her fingers in circular motions, then dipped lower. Biting her lip, she paused. Should she ...? Drew? Do you want me to ...?


  Oh, God, yes!


  Watching Drews expression, Annie slipped one finger inside. Their moans mingled in the otherwise quiet room. Oh. This is so ... incredible. She held very, very still, but Drews hips surged up and rocked against her hand. Heat rushed through her, and for a moment, she felt dizzy, drunk on the power of being able to arouse a woman as wonderful as Drew. She began a gentle stroking.


  More. Drew gasped.


  More stroking? Annie moved her finger a little faster.


  Drews eyelids fluttered open as if it took her a lot of effort. Another ... oh, Christ! Her eyes slammed shut again. Another finger. Please.


  Oh. Careful not to hurt Drew, Annie slid another finger into Drews warmth.


  Yes! Drews hips rose off the bed. Her breath came in ragged pants, and her moans were nearly constant now.


  Thrilled by the look of complete abandon on Drews face, Annie moved her fingers faster.


  Drews legs started to tremble. Incoherent sounds and gasps fell from her lips. She dug her fingers into Annies back. The muscles in her neck stood out in stark relief as she rolled her head from side to side. Her mouth fell open; her breathing stopped.


  So beautiful.


  A shudder ran through Drews body. Annie felt strong muscles contract around her fingers, pulling them deeper. Pleasure shot through Annies clit.


  Then Drew covered her hand with her own, stopping Annie from moving.


  With her hand still between Drews thighs, Annie laid her head against Drews chest and listened to the rapid pounding of her heart. She felt residual tremors rippling through Drew. When the strong heartbeat beneath her ear slowed to a more normal pace, Annie gently withdrew her fingers, making Drew gasp.


  You okay? Annie asked. She lifted her hand to touch Drews face, then paused when she realized her fingers were wet. Blushing, she wiped them on a tissue from the nightstand.


  As their bodies cooled down, Drew shivered, so Annie reached down and pulled the crumpled sheet over them.


  Drew pulled Annies hand up and pressed a tender kiss to the inside of her wrist. See, she rasped, you didnt have any problems at all.


  Annie snuggled closer so that her head rested in the crook of Drews neck. I dont know what I expected. I thought it would be all about having the right technique, but it was … it was just amazing.


  Drew trailed her fingertips up and down Annies spine, making her shiver. It was wonderful, and if were lucky, itll even get better once were more familiar with each others body.


  Better? How could anything be better than this?


  Yes. Drew laughed at her incredulous expression. You just wait and see.


  Annie nuzzled deeper into the embrace. With Drew at her side, she was looking forward to doing just that.


  ###
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  CHAPTER 1


  Elbow-deep in financial reports, Annie nearly bit off the rubber eraser on the end of her pencil when the phone rang.


  The ringing sounded overly loud in the otherwise silent office. Everyone else had gone home hours before.


  One eye still on her reports, she snatched up the receiver. Cargill & Jones. Annie Prideaux speaking.


  Annie, youve got to come! her brother Jakes breathless voice came through the other end of the line.


  She threw down her pencil. What are you talking about? Im still at work and cant


  Please, Jake said. Its really urgent. I need you here.


  Annies heart started racing. The last time he had sounded so desperate, hed called her after crashing their fathers car. She shut down the computer and locked her notes in her desk. What happened? she asked. Are you hurt? In trouble? Did you?


  Please, just get here as quick as you can.


  Where are you?


  At home.


  Im on my way. Annie hung up the phone, grabbed her keys, and rushed out of the door to find her car.


  For the first time in her life, she broke the speed limit in her hurry to get to Jake. In front of his house, she brought her car to a screeching halt and jumped out.


  The building wasnt on fire. No ambulance in the driveway either. Instead, a few sports cars and SUVs were parked out front.


  Not sure whether that was a good sign or if something even worse awaited her, Annie raced to the front door. Blood rushed in her ears. She rang the doorbell several times in succession, hoping Jake was well enough to open the door since she had left his spare key in her apartment.


  When the door swung open, she froze.


  Rob stood before her, with two ample-busted women hanging on to his muscular arms. Music and laughter came from inside the house.


  R-Rob? Annie stared at her brothers best friend and business partner. Wheres Jake?


  After letting go of one woman, Rob pointed over his shoulder. In the living room. He stepped forward and wrapped one arm around Annie. Come on in and celebrate with us. There are a lot of guys here whod love to meet you.


  Celebrate? Annie dug in her heels and shook off Robs grip. He tricked me. Again. Her heart hammered against her ribs, this time in angeranger not just at Jake, but at herself too. I should have known better. The last time hed tricked her, she had sworn she would never fall for one of her brothers pranks again. But how was she supposed to know that he would stoop so low as to imply there was an emergency and scare her half to death? She whirled around to stride back to her car.


  Hey! Where are you going? Rob called.


  When he grabbed her arm, only years of self-control prevented Annie from slugging him. Home.


  Oh, no, come on, you cant go home just yet. Youve got to celebrate with us. Rob pulled her around and gave her his most charming smile. Its not every day I come back from conquering Mount Everest.


  Annie pressed her lips together. Now she remembered that Jake had invited her to the party weeks before. Shed declined, knowing she would stick out among the climbers, jocks, and adrenaline junkies like a mule at the Kentucky Derby. But for Jake, a no was never a nojust an invitation to get what he wanted in a more creative way.


  Congratulations, she said, trying not to take her irritation out on Rob, but youll have to celebrate without me.


  You know you could really give a man a complex, Rob said. Why come over when you dont even want to have one drink with me?


  Annie suppressed a snort. None of Jakes friends had ever suffered from lack of confidence. Its got nothing to do with you. Jake has ... She let her voice trail off. If she told him how Jake had lured her to the party, she would humiliate herself even more. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and when she opened her eyes again, she gave Rob a nod. Okay. One drink, but then I go home.


  She regretted her decision the second she stepped into the living room. The screeching of electric guitars and the deafening crash of drums made conversation nearly impossible. But apparently, Jakes guests werent there for the conversation anyway. Most of them were too busy drinking and gyrating to the beat even though it was too fast to really dance to.


  The two women on Robs arms pulled him toward the improvised dance floor. He followed them, walking backward for a few steps so he faced Annie, and said with a broad grin, Duty calls. Get yourself a drink and toast my success. Your brother is paying. He turned around before Annie could answer.


  That was typical of Rob and Jakes other friends. They could charm the socks off a nun, but their attention was fleeting. The women at Jakes parties werent any better either.


  Just decoration hanging on the arm of the next best guy. What a waste. Annie shook her head and looked around. Her eyes narrowed when she spotted Jake. He was holding court in a corner of the room, lounging on his black designer couch and impressing a gaggle of women with his stories.


  Maybe stories of how he had tricked his stupid sister.


  Annie clenched her teeth. Her first impulse was to storm over and give him a piece of her mind, but she didnt want to cause a scene in front of his friends and employees from the gym. Besides, if she shouted at him, it would let him know how much he had gotten to her, and she didnt want to give him that satisfaction. She turned away and made her way toward the bar Jake had set up. One drink and shed be gone.


  Empty glasses, crumpled paper napkins, and abandoned plates littered the bar. Apparently, the party had lasted for some time already, and the catering staff struggled to keep up with Jakes hard-drinking friends.


  Automatically, Annie reached for an empty tray and began gathering glasses. She paused. Why are you cleaning up his mess after what he did to you? But at least this way, she would escape the party and avoid a confrontation with Jake. She would have a glass of wine in the kitchen, just because she had promised Rob, and then leave through the backdoor.


  * * *


  Drew leaned against the wall, a glass of red wine in her hand, and watched the other guests mingling in Jakes spacious living room.


  The bulky coffee table that converted into a pool table had been pushed against the wall, and now a group of guests played some kind of spin-the-bottle game on it. A burly blond man she didnt know by name decorated his girlfriends hair with little cocktail umbrellas. Another guy whipped off his shirt to show off a scar that crisscrossed his chest. Others encouraged their friends with a chorus of shouts and cheers to drink as many shots as they could. No one was paying much attention to the photos of Mount Everest flashing on Jakes giant flat-screen TV.


  Drew shook her head. These people need to grow up. I havent acted so brainless since college. Jake and his friends hadnt changed since then, though, and now she found she had little in common with them anymore. She knew she would keel over if she tried to keep up with their drinking.


  Boy, Im getting old. She smiled ruefully. Come on. Drink up, say hello to Jake, and get out of here. She took a big sip of red wine. Flinching, she spat it out and frowned at the glass. Ugh! Whats this? Wine or vinegar? She shook herself. Buying the cheap stuff again, Jake, my friend? She craned her neck, searching for a member of the catering staff weaving around the party guests. Ah, there.


  A woman in black slacks and a white blouse gathered empty and abandoned glasses from the bar.


  Drew headed toward her to get rid of the swill masquerading as wine. When the woman turned around with a tray full of glasses, Drews steps faltered. She stopped a few yards away. Oh, wow. Shes cute. Still watching the woman, she moved closer.


  The server wasnt the type of stunning beauty Drew was usually attracted to, but something about her captured her attention. Maybe it was the strange mix of strength and vulnerability in the womans features and her posture. She moved like a mousequietly, but efficiently, as if she didnt want to draw anyones attention.


  Even from a few steps away, Drew could tell that the woman was tall, but despite her height, she didnt appear imposing. Her gaze was too shy for that. A cute nose and the gentle curve of her lips contrasted with a stubborn chin. Golden hairthe color of a fine, mature white winebrushed against her slender shoulders. The woman took a hand off the tray to sweep an unruly strand behind her ear.


  The tray tilted to one side.


  Drew set down her glass and jumped forward in full knight-in-shining-armor mode to rescue the tray and the damsel in distress. She reached out just as the woman realized what was happening and straightened the tray.


  Unable to stop her forward momentum, Drew collided with the tray, which catapulted one of the half-filled glasses through the air.


  Cold liquid hit her in the chest. Reflexively, she caught the now empty glass before it could fall to the floor and shatter.


  She froze. So did the woman.


  Wide green eyes stared down at her from behind horn-rimmed glasses.


  Drew realized that her damsel was at least four or five inches taller than her own five foot six.


  Oh, my God! Im so sorry! With trembling fingers, the woman balanced the tray in one hand and picked up a napkin.


  For a moment, Drew imagined the womans hands on her, dabbing at her drenched shirt, but instead, the woman handed her the napkin. She tried to soak up the worst of the spill but realized her shirt was ruined. Guess Im more of a knight in wine-stained armor now.


  Are you okay? the woman asked.


  Im fine. No harm done. Drew wiped a drop of red wine off her chin. Well, almost none.


  A blush crept up the womans slender neck and brought color to her cheeks. Ill pay for the dry cleaning, of course.


  Drew smiled. How cute. She couldnt remember ever seeing any of her worldly, confident girlfriends blush, which lent a hint of vulnerability that softened the strangers earnest features. Dont worry about it.


  Laughter from the people around them made Drew tear her gaze away from the woman.


  A few of Jakes friends pointed out Drews stained shirt to one another and seemed to find it hysterically funny.


  The womans cheeks went from pink to a dark rosé.


  The swift surge of protectiveness rising in her chest surprised Drew. She made eye contact with the worst offenders. What? She pulled the wet shirt away from her skin and grinned. Havent you ever seen a woman wearing a glass of wine? Its all the rage, really.


  A few of the guests laughed and finally directed their gazes away from Drew and her damsel.


  Your shirt looks expensive, the blond woman said. I could pay for


  No, you dont need to do that. I was the one who hit the tray, so if anyone needs to apologize, its me. I saw the glasses sliding to the edge of the tray and thought I could help, but instead I gave you quite a scare, plowing into you like that. She gasped, only then realizing she hadnt taken a breath between sentences. Im really sorry. Maybe I could invite you for coffee to make up for it. She had casually asked out many women in her life, but now she found herself rambling.


  The woman glanced at her. Drew thought she saw puzzlement in her eyes, which, at this distance, were the color of vine leaves in spring. Then the woman frowned and shook her head. And risk spilling hot beverages on you too? Better not.


  When the woman moved to walk around her, Drew quickly stepped forward and blocked her way, not ready to give up yet. Thats a risk worth taking. So how about it? Will you have coffee with me?


  Its nice of you to offer, but its not necessary. It was just an accident, and I really need to go now. The woman turned her wrist to glance at her watch, making the tray tilt again.


  Ignoring the possibility of further damage to her clothes, Drew grabbed for the tray. Her fingers wrapped around the womans, her tanned hands contrasting sharply with the ivory of the womans skin.


  Sorry. Another blush stained the womans cheeks. Im not usually such a klutz.


  Dont worry about it. Drew relinquished her hold on the tray, but not without letting her index finger linger against the womans hand for a moment. Being a bit clumsy has a certain charm, she said with a wink.


  The woman lifted an eyebrow but didnt return the flirtatious smile.


  Damn, shes straight. Drew suppressed a sigh.


  I need to go, the woman said. Again, Im sorry. Maybe you can borrow one of Jakes shirts for the evening.


  Shes on a first-name basis with Jake? For a moment, Drew wondered whether the blonde was one of Jakes many lovers, but then she shook her head. With her horn-rimmed glasses, stubborn chin, and make-up-free face, this woman wasnt Jakes type.


  She glanced down at the wet shirt plastered against her full breasts. Im afraid Jake and I are not quite the same ... um ... size.


  The woman blushed for the fourth time, and Drew caught her glancing at her chest.


  Maybe shes not so straight after all. Drew grinned and decided to help her cover the awkward silence. Its okay. I was just about to go say hello to Jake and then head home anyway. She nodded toward the tray. You need any help with that?


  No, thanks, I can manage.


  All right. Drew was running out of reasons to keep talking for a while longer, so she reluctantly stepped out of the way.


  Her damsel said good-bye and walked away.


  Drew stood watching the gentle sway of her hips. Nice. She pinched the wet shirt between two fingers and pulled it away from her skin. After a final glance at the stranger, she went in search of Jake.


  What the hell happened to you? Jake asked when she found him. I go to the bathroom for a minute, and when I come back, you look like a murder victim.


  Drew glanced at her wine-drenched shirt and shrugged. I met a woman.


  A teasing grin formed on Jakes lips. Dont they normally wait until after dessert to throw their drinks at you?


  They? One woman, okay? It was just one woman who threw her drink at me, and that was ages ago.


  And you deserved it. Dude, you were a dog back in the day!


  Not those old war stories again! Okay, she had dated a lot of women in college, but she had left that part of her life behind when she had taken over her familys vineyard. That was in college, and you slept with more women in a week than I did during my entire freshman year!


  Yeah, the good ol times. Jakes dreamy sigh ruffled the shaggy blond hair falling into his face. So, what have you been up to? I havent seen you since the AIDS fundraiser we did at the gym. And that was what? Two months ago?


  Three, Drew said. I just finished bringing in my first harvest. Ive been out in the vineyards every day since we started harvesting the grapes for the sparkling wines back in August. She rubbed her eyes. The past weeks had left her exhausted but also filled with a sense of accomplishment. She hoped her parents would have been proud of her.


  Ah, work, work, work. Jake wagged his finger at her. Youre beginning to remind me of my sister.


  When they had gone to college together, Drew had heard stories about Jakes sister, Annieor rather about the practical jokes Jake had played on her when theyd been children. She had never met her, though. Are you ever going to introduce me to your mysterious sister?


  I would have introduced you years ago, but convincing Annie to come to one of my parties is harder than getting an audience with the pope.


  Good for her. Drew bit back a grin.


  And you, Jake slapped her shoulder, never had the time in all these years to meet my folks during spring break.


  Drew hit him back, but her slap bounced off the wiry muscles he had developed as a climber. Yeah, because I had to help in the vineyard while you, the slacker, partied the whole time.


  Okay, okay, Ill introduce you. I saw her talking to Rob earlier, so she has to be around here somewhere. Jake turned and looked around, then pivoted to face Drew. But remember: no flirting. Shes straight.


  Drew lifted her hands. Im not interested in your baby sister. In fact, I just saw a woman at the buffet. For some reason, she really caught my attention. I think shes working for the catering service.


  The brunette with the killer legs?


  No. This one is a blonde, and if her legs kill you, its probably because shes a bit clumsy. At the memory of the woman almost dropping the tray of glasses a second time, Drew had to smile.


  A frown carved a deep line between Jakes brows. I dont think I hired a blonde.


  Yes, you did. She knows you by name.


  The only clumsy blonde I know at this party is ... Jake paused and laughed. Is she tall, green-eyed, and serious as a heart attack?


  Drew suppressed the urge to defend her clumsy damsel. Sounds about right. Belatedly, she realized she had never found out the womans name.


  Ah, that blonde.


  So you do know her? Drew asked. Could you introduce us?


  Sure, no problem. A sound almost like a giggle escaped Jakes mouth.


  Someone should tell him that straight men dont giggle. But for now, Drew was more interested in finding out more about the woman. Do you know if shes family?


  The giggles turned into a belly laugh. Jake slapped his thighs, nearly spilling his drink all over himself. Oh, yeah. Shes family.


  Really? She is? When the woman hadnt flirted back and hadnt even seemed to notice her interest, she had given up hope. Are you sure?


  One hundred percent, Jake said, still grinning madly.


  And shes single?


  Jake rolled his eyes. Has been for ages.


  Drew couldnt believe her good fortune. Sounds like youve known her for a long time.


  Yeah, you could say that. Jake turned. Wait here. Ill go get her.


  * * *


  Annie carefully weaved around the busy catering staff in the kitchen to avoid spilling wine on anyone else. Once had been embarrassing enough. Make that almost twice. She breathed a sigh of relief when she set down the tray on the kitchen counter. Okay, get out of here before Jake


  There you are! Jakes voice wrecked her escape plan. When she turned, her brother squinted up at her, looking annoyedas alwaysthat his younger sister had outgrown him. Great party, isnt it? I bet youre glad you came.


  Glad? Annie pierced him with a disbelieving stare. Glad?


  What are you doing in here? He pointed at the tray. I hired a catering service to take care of that.


  Annie glared at him. You called me over for help, so thats what Im doing, she said in the coldest, most controlled tone she was capable of mustering. If you ever pull a stunt like that again, Ill


  Oh, come on. Dont sulk. Lighten up. Would you have come over if I said were having a party?


  No, Annie said, I


  See? Jake wrapped one arm around her. You would have missed out on all the fun.


  Annie resisted the urge to shove him away. Our ideas of fun couldnt be more different, and you know it. If Id wanted to come to your stupid party, I would have said yes when you asked me. You scared me half to death with your call, you jerk!


  Its not a stupid party, Jake said.


  God. Annie wanted to hit him. Discussions with Jake were like trying to reason with a three-year-old. Even if she got him to apologize, his regret wouldnt be sincere. At the next best opportunity, he would do the same thing again. This is useless. Forget it. I have to go.


  Now? Its not even nine!


  Im meeting with a client early tomorrow morning. Annie shook off her brothers arm. Besides, an excellent book awaited her at home, but she wasnt about to tell Jake that. Her brother already thought her life was boring.


  Oh, come on! All work and no play makes Annie a very dull girl.


  That joke was getting old. And all play and no work makes Jake a very bankrupt boy, Annie said. Dont you have to work tomorrow?


  Jake waved his hand through the air as if chasing away an irritating fly. He gulped his drink and grinned. Sasha can open the gym for me. What are employees good for if not for covering for me after a party like this? Come on. He nudged her. Stay. Just a little longer. Let me introduce you to a friend of mine.


  One more reason to leave. Jakes friends tended to be adrenaline junkies who talked about nothing but their sports cars, partying, and their latest free-climbing adventure. Annie drove an electric car, hated parties, and hanging from a rock without a safety net was not her idea of a fun vacation. If she said yes to meeting Jakes friend, she would be bored within seconds.


  No, thanks. She tried to push past him.


  Jake shoved his arm out, blocking her way. Ill let you leave on one condition.


  Let me? Annies voice rose. Im no longer the little girl you can boss around.


  Me? Hand on his chest, Jake laughed. Boss you around? You told me what to do from the moment you learned to talk!


  Because you needed it. Even as a child, Jake had constantly gotten himself into trouble. She still remembered the chaos twelve-year-old Jake had produced at their cousins christening when he poured ink into the basin with the holy water.


  When he made no move to withdraw his arm and let her leave, she sighed. So whats the condition?


  My friend Drew wants a date with you. His eyes twinkled, and his lips twitched in a way that told Annie he was trying to hide a mischievous grin.


  Was this another one of his pranks? But even Jake wouldnt try to play a second practical joke on her on the same evening, would he? Drew? She had heard that name before. Maybe one of his college buddies? Every spring break, Jake had come home and boasted about the pranks he had pulled on his friends, but at one point, she had stopped listening. Or was Drew that weird guy Jake had introduced her to when she had helped him paint his house? Isnt that the one with the BDMS fetish?


  Thats BDSM, sis. Jake laughed at her blush. And no, thats Dave. Drew doesnt have any fetishes as far as I know.


  Still, Annie said, I told you Im not going out with another one of your friends.


  Oh, but Drew is not like any of my other friends. His lips twitched again. In fact, you have a lot in common.


  Now that would be a first. She eyed her brother, but he looked completely serious now. Okay, if itll get you off my back, Ill go out with him sometime. She waved and hurried past him. With any luck, Jake would have forgotten all about it by tomorrow.
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  Length: 99,100 words (400 pages)


  All her life, Annie Prideaux has suffered through her brothers constant practical jokes only he thinks are funny. But Jakes last joke is one too many, she decides when he sets her up on a blind date with his friend Drew Corbinneglecting to tell his straight sister one tiny detail: her date is not a man, but a lesbian.


  Annie and Drew decide its time to turn the tables on Jake by pretending to fall in love with each other.


  At first glance, they have nothing in common. Disillusioned with love, Annie focuses on books, her cat, and her work as an accountant while Drew, more confident and outgoing, owns a dog and spends most of her time working in her beloved vineyard.


  Only their common goal to take revenge on Jake unites them. But what starts as a table-turning game soon turns Annies and Drews lives upside down as the lines between pretending and reality begin to blur.


  Something in the Wine is a story about love, friendship, and coming to terms with what it means to be yourself.
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  Hot Line


  Alison Grey


  Two women from different worlds.


  Linda, a successful psychologist, uses her work to distance herself from her own loneliness.


  Christina works for a sex hotline to make ends meet.


  Their worlds collide when Linda calls Christinas sex line. Christina quickly realizes Linda is not her usual customer. Instead of wanting phone sex, Linda makes an unexpected proposition. Does Christina dare accept the offer that will change both their lives?
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  L.A. Metro


  (second edition)


  RJ Nolan


  Dr. Kimberly Donovans life is in shambles. After her medical ethics are questioned, first her family, then her closeted lover, the Chief of the ER, betray her. Determined to make a fresh start, she flees to California and L.A. Metropolitan Hospital.


  Dr. Jess McKenna, L.A. Metros Chief of the ER, gives new meaning to the phrase emotionally guarded, but she has her reasons.


  When Kim and Jess meet, the attraction is immediate. Emotions Jess has tried to repress for years surface. But her interest in Kim also stirs dark memories. They settle for friendship, determined not to repeat past mistakes, but secretly they both wish things could be different.


  Will the demons from Jesss past destroy their future before it can even get started? Or will L.A. Metro be a place to not only heal the sick, but to mend wounded hearts?


  Coming from Ylva Publishing in summer and fall 2013


  http://www.ylva-publishing.com
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  Walking the Labyrinth


  Lois Cloarec Hart


  Is there life after loss? Lee Glenn, co-owner of a private security company, didnt think so. Crushed by grief after the death of her wife, she uncharacteristically retreats from life.


  But love doesnt give up easily. After her friends and family stage a dramatic intervention, Lee rejoins the world of the living, resolved to regain some sense of normalcy but only half-believing that its possible. Her old friend and business partner convinces her to take on what appears on the surface to be a minor personal protection detail.


  The assignment takes her far from home, from the darkness of her loss to the dawning of a life reborn. Along the way, Lee encounters people unlike any shes ever met before: Wrong-Way Wally, a small-town oracle shunned by the locals for his off-putting speech and mannerisms; and Wallys best friend, Gaëlle, a woman who not only translates the oracles uncanny predictions, but who also appears to have a deep personal connection to life beyond life. Lee is shocked to find herself fascinated by Gaëlle, despite dismissing the womans exotic beliefs as hooey.


  But opening yourself to love also means opening yourself to the possibility of pain. Will Lee have the courage to follow that path, a path that once led to the greatest agony shed ever experienced? Or will she run back to the cold comfort of a safer solitary life?
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  See Right Through Me


  L.T. Smith


  Trust, respect, and love. Three little wordsthat's all. But these words are powerful, and if we ignore any one of them, then three other little words take their place: jealousy, insecurity, and heartbreak.


  Schoolteacher Gemma Hughes is an ordinary woman living an ordinary life. Disorganized and clumsy, she soon finds herself in the capable hands of the beautiful Dr. Maria Moran. Everything goes wonderfully until Gemma starts doubting Maria's intentions and begins listening to the wrong people.


  But has Maria something to hide, or is it a case of swapping trust for insecurity, respect for jealousy and finishing with a world of heartbreak and deceit? Can Gemma stop her actions before it's too late? Or will she ruin the best thing to happen in her life?


  Given her track record, anything is possible …
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