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Although undeniably average, her amber eyes were somewhat stunning though, their
open and honest expression captivated him and the color was undeniably uniquein a
way the colored contacts so popular among the artificial beauties he “hooked up”
with—Zephyr even had Neo thinking in those terms now—could never be.

Although she wasn't a beauty, Cassandra was intriguing and vulnerable. There was
just something about the reclusive pianist he liked. Perhaps it was simply knowing
that she made the music that he enjoyed so much.

Whatever the reason, he looked forward to getting to know her better. And when was
the last time he had allowed himself the luxury of something so personal not related
to sex?

When he arrived at her house, four hours later, he discovered her door on the latch
just as she had said it would be. The evidence of her lax security bothered him, but
even more worrisome was the sound of music floating down the hall. She couldn’t
possibly know that he had come inside.

He was frowning when he entered the room she had led him to the week before.

She looked up from the piano, her fingers going still above the keys. “Good morning,
Neo.”

“Y our door was unlocked.”

“1 told you it would be.”



“That is not safe.”

“1 thought you would appreciate the expediency of getting right to your lesson.”

Without waiting for her to offer, he took a seat beside her on the piano bench. “You
could not hear me arrive.”

“I did not need to. Y ou knew where to come.”

“That is not the point.”

“lsn’t it?” Shelooked at him asif she truly did not understand his problem. “No.”

“All right. Shall we start where we left off last week?’

Neo was not accustomed to being dismissed, in any form. Yet, rather than get angry,
he couldn’t help admiring the fact the shy woman had so adroitly shifted focus to the

reason he was there.

Which was not to lecture her about her habit of leaving the door on the latch, he
reminded himself.

He enjoyed Cassandra' s soft voice as she guided him through the day’s lesson. Her
passion for her craft was apparent in every word she spoke and the very way she
touched the piano they played. A man would give a great deal to be touched by a
lover with such intense dedication.

And his thinking no doubt explained the inexplicable arousal he experienced during
something as innocent as piano lessons.

CHAPTER TWO



CASSANDRA covered her mouth as she yawned for the third time in ten minutes.
She hadn’t slept well the night before each one of Neo's lessons since the first one
five weeks ago. In the beginning, it had been her usual anxiety from inviting someone
new into her life, even if it was only for an hour a week.

But anxiety had slowly and strangely morphed into anticipation. And she didn’t know
why. It wasn't as if Neo went out of hisway to be friendly. He could not be mistaken
for anything but a driven businessman, but she found herself truly enjoying his
company. He took his lessons serioudly, though it was obvious he did not practice
between times.

His manner could best be described as abrupt, often arrogant. Strangely enough, she
discovered a peace in his presence she did not experience with anyone else. She tried
to analyze it, but couldn't come up with a reason for finding his company so
pleasurable.

He'd become less adamant about what she had at first considered the “no
pleasantries’ rule. He did not complain when she went off on a tangent, discussing
her favorite thing—music. He even asked intelligent questions that exhibited both a
surprising interest and understanding.

So, she didn’t feel too worried bringing up something that had been nagging at her
since first meeting him. “You drive a Mercedes.”

“Yes.” It was clearly an invitation to continue as he played the chords she had just
shown him.

“Well, you aren't wearing a Rolex, but you are wearing a custom-tailored designer
suit.”

“You are observant,” he said with that little twitch of his lips she’d come to crave in



some strange way.

“| suppose.”

“But | do not see the point.” He gave her a questioning look as his hands stilled on
the keys.

“1 would have expected you to drive a Ferrari, or something.”

“Ah, | see.” He amiled.

Really smiled.

And everything inside Cass flipped.

Like kapow to her midsection. Thiswas not good. She' d never had areaction like this
to a student, or to anyone for that matter. But, seriously? His smile should come with

awarning label. Something like: One glimpseisfatal!

“Few people are open enough to admit when they notice what they consider the
inconsistencies of the wealthy man.”
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“Zephyr and | believe in hiring the best people for the job. Y ou are a master pianist.”

“So | have been told.” Many, many times since she was discovered as a child musical
prodigy at the age of three.

“It isyour turn to answer a question for me.”

“If you like” And if she could. She braced herself for the question most people
asked, and the one for which she did not have an answer anyone had found satisfying
thus far.

“Why do you give lessons to the charity auction every year when you are a career
composer and pianist, not actually ateacher?’

For amoment, she was so stunned he had not asked what everyone else did—why she
had stopped performing publicly—that she was stumped for an answer. Finaly, her
brain caught up with his curiosity and she said, “Many up-and-coming pianists want
to study with me. Thisis the one chance they have to do so.”

“Why present the opportunity at all?’
“Because as much as | prefer a quiet life, one without any new peoplein it at al can
get lonely. And | don’'t want to be that person. The woman who lives her life as a

hermit.” Even though in many ways that was exactly what she did.

“Were you disappointed to discover your lessons had been bought by a novice?’



“No, more nervous. Terrified really.” She gave him a self-deprecating smile. “1 was
so dismayed, | begged my manager to get me out of it.”

“He did not approach Zephyr, or myself to cancel the lessons.”

“No.”

Neo’'s eyes narrowed, but she wasn't sure what was making him look less than
pleased. “Why were you so frightened? Even with your condition, you had done this
before.”

“Not for asuccessful billionaire.”

“1 am just like any other man.”

It was her turn to frown, unhappy with his false assertion. “For a man who
appreciates alack of deception in others, that lie slid off your tongue rather easily. No

way do you believe you are like every other man.”

That almost smile touched his features again. “Y ou are more observant than even |
gave you credit for being.”

“You aren’'t self-delusional and you aren’t like any other man, therefore you could
not believeit.”

He shrugged. “Few men have the single-minded determination to achieve what
Zephyr and | have done.”

“And now Zephyr isworried you' re too single-minded?’

“1 made the mistake of sharing some concerns my doctor voiced on my last physical.



Gregor, who is Zephyr’'s friend as well as my doctor, reiterated those concerns to
him.”

“The concerns shocked you, didn’t they?’ she asked, certain she knew the answer and
alittle surprised at herself for being willing to banter like this.

“How do you know that?’

“You strike me as a man who keeps himself in optimum physical condition as part of
maintaining your position at the zenith of personal success. It would astound you that
there was some element you had not accounted for.”

“1 thought you were a pianist, not a psychiatrist.”

This, at least, she could explain. “It is easier to watch other people than to interact
with them. It naturally follows that someone with my curiosity would try to figure out
what makes them tick.”

“You are uncannily accurate.”

“Thank you for admitting it. | like honesty, too.”

“That is something important we have in common.”

She shifted beside him on the piano bench, trying to ignore the instant and growing
reaction she'd had to his nearness since the first lesson.

“Yes. The other thing is that we both want you to learn piano. Let’s get back to it.”

Cass had no frame of reference for her response to Neo.



Which was probably why, at twenty-nine she had absolutely no experience in the
bedroom. She' d had no time for dating when she was doing concert tours and she'd
been doing them since childhood. After stopping public performance, she did not put
herself in situations she might meet potential dates. All of which left her in the
unenviable situation of being twenty-nine years old and never having been kissed
with romantic intent.

And certainly she had never—not once before meeting Neo Stamos—felt this
constriction deep in her belly. She'd read about arousal, but never experienced it.
Which she knew made her a freak in the eyes of most of the world. But she wasn't
just a virgin, she was wholly innocent and unsure how or if she ever wanted to risk
changing that state.

When her nipples tightened into ailmost painful points, she had to bite her lip to keep
a gasp from dlipping past her lips. And this happened each and every time she sat
beside Neo on the piano bench. Sometimes, even without him being there. The
memory of their one hour together a week was enough to bring forth her first taste of
physical passion.
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Alien excitement thrummed through her now, making her thighs quiver and her heart
rate increase beyond what even anxiety at meeting a new person produced.

This would never do. She had to get hold of her reactions before she made an
absolute fool of herself, but so far telling herself that truth did nothing to diminish
this...this...this ardor she felt for her student.

She tried to do what she had aways done when life got too
uncomfortable—concentrate on her music. It didn't always work. Nevertheless,
fitting her fingers over the keys, she forced herself to show Neo the newest pattern
she wanted him to learn.

“The sound of you playing on this instrument is phenomenal.” Neo’s deep, approving
tones exacerbated each one of the reactions sparking through her.

Cass suppressed atelling shiver. “You should hear it redly played.”
“One day, perhaps | will.”

“Perhaps.” Though an invitation to sit in the only chair in the room and listen to her
play was one she offered so rarely, even her pushy manager had stopped asking her to
make exceptions. “Now you try it.”

He stumbled at first, until she laid her fingers over his and led him through it. Which
was disastrous for her equilibrium, but pretty efficient in terms of teaching him finger
position. By the time his watch alarm went off, he was doing a passable job and she
was a quivering mass of nerves hiding beneath her master pianist exterior.



Not so very different from the days when she performed live.

“There are exercises you can do to make your fingers more limber,” she told him
without looking up. “I suppose suggesting you practice between lessons would be a
waste of my breath.”

He shrugged. “I am enjoying myself more than | expected to.”

“I'mglad.” She smiled. “Music isabam for your soul.”

“It can be.”

They shared a moment of silent agreement.

He got up from the bench and took a quick glance at his watch with one efficient
move of his wrist. “I make no promises about how much practicing | will do, but |
will have a piano delivered to my penthouse. My personal assistant will call you for a

recommendation.”

Neo's personal assistant called, but it wasn't to ask for a purchasing recommendation.
It was to cancel Neo’s next lesson. He would be out of Seattle the following week.

“Please do not mention this to anyone. Mr. Stamos's whereabouts could cause
speculation that might adversely affect his current business negotiations.” The
woman’ s tone made it clear that if it had been left up to her, she would have cancelled
the meeting without giving an explanation.

Apparently, Neo had felt otherwise. That knowledge made Cass smile, though she
promised to be circumspect in perfectly somber tones.

Unfortunately for her, the fact that Neo was out of the city had not made it to the



attention of the media, but his weekly visits to her home had.

She woke up Tuesday morning to the sound of car doors slamming and people talking
in strident tones outside her home. She rushed to the bedroom that overlooked the
street and peeked out through the privacy curtain.

Three media vans and a couple of cars were parked in front of her home. Someone
rang the doorbell even as her eyes took in the spectacle before her.

The doorbell continued to ring as she rushed back to her bedroom to dress. She would
just ignore them. She didn’t have to answer. She wasn't a public person any longer.
The media had no call on her time or her person.

Nevertheless, she skipped her morning shower and pulled her clothes on with haste.
Someone banged on the French doors to her bedroom and Cass screamed. Her brain
told her it was nothing more than an enterprising reporter who had climbed up to the
deck off her bedroom, but familiar panic threatened to immobilize her.

She grabbed the phone off her nightstand and dialed her manager. When she told Bob
in short staccato bursts what was going on, he told her to calm down. That this kind
of media attention was good for CD sales.

Cass didn’'t bother to argue. She was trying too hard not to heave from the stress. She
hung up and dialed Neo’'s office, each insistent pound on the glass doors leading to
her bedroom making her body flinch.

Her call went to voice mail and she couldn’t remember what she said in the message,
just that she left one.

She went into the bathroom, shut the door, locked it and prayed for the media to
leave.



She was still there, curled up in aball between the old-fashioned clawfoot tub and the
wall, when someone knocked on the bathroom door itself. “Cassandral Are you in
there? Open the door, pethi mou. It is Neo.”

Neo was out of the city. His personal assistant had said so. She shook her head at the
door, another layer of perspiration coming over her already clammy skin.
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The knob rattled. “ Cassandra, open the door.”
The voice sounded like Neo, but she could not accept that he was there. She hated
being like this. Didn’t want anyone else to know how bad it got, but the rational part

of her mind told her to open the door.

The next knock was almost gentle and so was Neo’ s tone. “Please, little one, open the
door.”

She forced cramped muscles to work and stood. “I’'m...I"m coming,” she croaked.
He said something forceful in Greek and then, “Good. Thank you. Open the door.”
She reached out and unlocked the door, then pulled it open.

The man standing there did not look like Neo’'s usual imperturbable self. He wasn’t
wearing his suit jacket and his expression was nothing less than grim.

She wiped at her face with the back of her hand. “I...they...someone leaked your
Tuesday lessons to the media.”

“Yes.
“1 thought they might comeinside.”

“It isagood thing they did not.”



She nodded, in total agreement.

“You look like you could use a hot shower. | will make you some tea.”

“l...yes, that's agood idea.” She looked around herself at the bathroom, at Neo, and
her gaze skimmed the mirror then went screeching back to it.

She looked like a wreck. She hadn’t brushed her hair since waking, her eyes looked
haunted, her skin was pale and there were perspiration stains on her shirt. She needed
more than a shower. She needed a compl ete transformation.

But she would have to settle for copious amounts of hot water and the promise of tea.

“Areyou al right to be left done?’ Neo asked.

“Yes.” Absolutely mortified by her own behavior, she wouldn’t have asked him to
stay even if it meant losing her piano.

She didn’t wonder how he' d gotten into the house until after a twenty-minute shower
under very hot water. Mulling the question over, she dried her hair as best she could
with a towel. She wasn’t going to get an answer until she went downstairs, so she
donned fresh clothes and made her way to the kitchen.

Neo was waiting for her in the otherwise empty room. He indicated a mug of still
steaming tea on the table. “Drink up.”

She sat down and took a sip, almost choking on the sweetness. “How much sugar did
you use?’

“Enough.”



“For a sugaraholic maybe.”

“Sweet teais good for shock.”

“You say that like you know.”

“1 called my PA, had her look it up.”

Cass laughed. She couldn’'t helpit. “I bet she enjoyed that.”

Neo shrugged.

“How did you get in the house?’ she asked.

“Bob let mein.”

“He hasakey.”

“Apparently.”

“1 remember him coming,” she admitted. She'd refused to answer when Bob knocked
on the bathroom door, sure her manager would try to talk her into giving interviews.

“Only one media van remained when | arrived.”

“What are you doing here?’

“Y ou left amessage on my voice mail.”

“1 thought you were out of the city.”



“l was.”
He' d come back. To help her? She had a hard time believing that, but she was glad he
was there anyway. She glanced at the clock on the microwave and realized it was

aready early evening.

She'd spent more than eight hours in her bathroom. No wonder she'd been so
cramped when she’' d finally stood up. “I fedl likean idiot.”

11 NO.”

13 N 0?7

“Youarenoidiot.”

She made a sound of disagreement and took another sip of the overly sweet tea.

He sat down across from her. “Y ou have debilitating anxiety related to performing in
public.”

“Y es, but no one was asking me to perform today.”
“Weren't they? Isn’t that what the paparazzi do every time they insert themselves into
our lives? They demand we perform for them and their audience with a prurient

interest in the latest gossip.”

“Do you think Bob leaked word of your lessons to the media?’ Although she couldn’t
imagine the furor of this morning caused by piano lessons.

Neo grabbed a tabloid from the counter behind him and placed it in front of her on
the table. It had a picture taken through a telephoto lens of Neo entering her house.



“They think you're something far more interesting than my piano teacher. They
believe you are my latest lover.”

She shuddered, not at the thought of being his lover, but at the prospect of being
hounded by the media because of the mistaken impression.

“The fact that | kept our relationship secret has given rise to wild speculation and the
discovery of your identity only intensified interest.”
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“l guess it's a good thing you cancelled your lesson for today, or you might have
walked right into it all.”

He shook his head. “1 apologize for what happened. My press manager has released
details of the lessons, but I'm afraid at this point there has already been so much
conjecture, interest may take some time to wane.”

“It'sall right. | overreacted.”

“Most people would be overwhelmed by a pack of paparazzi on their front step.”
“And my back deck.”

“What do you mean?’

“Someone climbed the deck and tried to get me to open the French doors to my
bedroom.”

Fury suffused Neo’ s features. “ That is unacceptable.”

“1 agree. It was really frightening.” But the worst part was that she no longer knew
what was normal fear, and what was the result of her abnormal phobia of crowds and
public performance.

“That is understandable.”

“1 don’t suppose you want a lesson as long as you are here.”



He smiled. “Perhaps, after you have eaten.”

Her stomach growled, right then, reminding her that she had not put anything in it
since last night. “I’ll just have some toast.”

But that was unacceptable. He insisted on having one of his bodyguards deliver take-
out. When the meal arrived, she surprised herself by being able to eat.

“Your manager wanted to stay and talk to you, but | insisted he leave,” Neo said as
they were finishing up.

“Thank you. He probably wanted me to do an interview.”

“1 got that impression.” And Neo did not appear impressed by it.

“He told me the publicity would help CD sales.”

“When?’

“1 called him, before calling your office.” She took a sip of the wine that had arrived
with the meal. “I’m not sure why | called your office, now that | think about it. |

wasn't exactly thinking rationally.”

“I am glad you did. Clearly | am the reason for the problem. | should effect the
solution.”

“1 think, Neo Stamos, that you are a good man.”

He looked absolutely stunned by her words, but quickly masked his shock. “I take
that as a compliment.”



“I meant it asone.”

They didn’t end up having a lesson that evening, but Neo stayed until nine, when the
wine and the release of adrenaline caught up with Cass and she began yawning every
other minute.

“You need your rest.”

“1 do.” She laughed softly. “I’ m exhausted, though | shouldn’t be.”

“Of course you should. Sleep.”

“I will.”

She thought he was going to kiss her when she let him out the front door, but he only
squeezed her shoulder and told her again to get some rest.

She shook her head at her own foolishness. Why would a man like Neo Stamos want
to kiss her? Cass wasn't in his league in any shape or form. And then there were her
“issues.”

She wasn't housebound. She could buy food on her own without getting overly
stressed as long as she went to the local grocer she'd been going to since she was a
child. Although she did most of her other shopping online, she could go to familiar
department stores, if she really needed to. She had overcome most of her anxiety
related to recording at the studio, so long as the technicians and music producer did
not change. And her manager didn’t bring anyone in to watch her record.

Bob had stopped doing that after the last time she’d simply refused to play and gone
home.



But today proved that she wasn't approaching normal, either. Her agoraphobia was
mostly limited to performing, but the prospect of having strangers in her home, her
sanctuary, always engendered deep anxiety in her. The barrage of media outside her
home had brought back debilitating memories.

She had no idea how long she would have remained in her en suite bathroom if Neo
had not shown up. Certainly, knowing Bob was there earlier had only increased her
stress levels, knowing as she did how he would want to capitalize on the situation.

Shereally didn’t understand why Neo’' s presence had made such a difference, but she
was unutterably grateful it had.

CHAPTER THREE

THE following morning, Cass was working on a piece she planned to cut onto her
next CD when the doorbell rang. She ignored it. There had been no media vans
outside her home this morning and Neo had released a statement that should set most
wagging tongues at rest. But that didn't mean an enterprising reporter would not
come back looking for a quote from “the recluse pianist.”

Even after learning the truth, there would be some who insisted on believing the
billionaire and Cass had some sort of relationship. After all, that made better news
copy than the fact he was taking piano lessons.
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“Mr. Stamosis not in the habit of asking the opinions of others.”

“Realy? | never would have guessed,” Cass replied just a tad sarcastically. Then she
winced at her own behavior. She knew Neo was just trying to make things better.
He'd ssmply gone about it the wrong way. Because no matter how she might wish
otherwise, he did not understand. “ Cancel the locksmith.”

An unmistakable huff of annoyance sounded over the line. “I will inform the
locksmith his services are not required at present. Mr. Stamos will be made aware the
delay is at your demand.” The frigid tones of the persona assistant should have
frozen the phone lines.

“You do that. You can further inform your boss that if my practice session is
interrupted by the locksmith, or any of his other employees, he will spend his next
lesson listening to me prepare my own music rather than teaching him his.”

The silence that met her words actually brought half a smile to Cass's face. It was an
empty threat, but it had felt good saying it. Would Neo see the humor in it, or would
he lack understanding of that, too?

“1 shall pass on your message verbatim,” the other woman finally said.

“Thank you.”

Neo was furious with himself. He should have called Cassandra and warned her about

the locksmith, even gotten that annoying manager of hers to be there to supervise the
changing of the locks. Instead, he'd left instructions with his PA as he always did and



this was the result.

He had to smile at Cassandra's threat however. Getting a private concert from the
superbly talented pianist would hardly be a hardship. Regardless, he felt badly.
Which was a completely uncommon reaction for him. So was the acknowledgement
that he had messed up. Both of which were the reasons he was calling Cassandra on
his personal cell phone, in the middle of a corporate conference call with the project

team in Hong Kong.

He muted his headset and listened with one ear while dialing Cassandra’ s number and
then listening to the line ring.

“Hello?’ she answered on the third ring, sounding downright cranky.

And why he should find that charming rather than annoying he could not have said.

“You sent my locksmith away.”

“Actually, your personal assistant sent him away. | did not answer the door.”

“Why?’

“1 thought he was another reporter.”

Neo had to stifle a groan at his own idiocy. He should have expected that. “I meant
why did you send him away?’

“Why didn’t you ask me if | wanted my door lock changed?’

“It needs to be done. Y ou can’t remember to keep your door locked.”



“l don't forget; | just choose to leave it unlocked when | know someone is coming.”

“That’ s not much of an improvement.”

“1 don’'t plan on leaving it unlocked anytime soon, if that makes you feel any better. |
don’t want reporters walking in on me unannounced.”

“Some would, regardless of trespassing laws.”

“Yes, the person who climbed onto my deck certainly wasn't worried about
trespassing.”

“For all your unwillingness to entertain strangers, you are much too lax when it
comes to your persona safety. The locksmith was only a stopgap measure anyway.
Y ou need a full spectrum security consult.”

“Not going to happen.” There was not the slightest uncertainty in her voice.

Neo had gone against tougher negotiators than the renowned pianist. “Consider it a
gift for opening your home to me.”

“Areyou saying thisisfor your safety?’

“Would it help you accept it if | did?’

“For an honest man, you're awfully adept at manipulation.”

“Thank you.”

“1 am not letting a stranger into my home.”



“|l was a stranger when you allowed me inside for my lesson.” But he could see now
that he’' d made a grave miscalculation in sending over an unknown locksmith.

Zee warned Neo that his impatience could cause problems and this wasn't the first
time his friend had been right.

“Not entirely. One, | had prepared myself for taking on a new student. Two, | did my
research, learning all | could about you before you came. And three, my manager told

meif | didn’t do the lessons he would quit.”

“You got past being overwhelmed by me—you can deal with the security
consultant.”

13 NO_”

“Cassandra, you are not being reasonable.” She laughed, the sound both exasperated
and amused. “1 am unreasonable?’

“Yes. It will only take thirty minutes, an hour at the most.”

“1t’ s not just about the time, but that is a consideration.”
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“The security expert can work around your schedule.”
“1 don’t want to meet him.” She sounded very definite.
“Cassandra, be sensible.”
The quality of the silence at the other end of the line bothered him. “If you are that
concerned,” she finally said, “we could probably arrange to have your lessons at my
recording studio.” She was silent again, this time clearly considering her own
proposal. “Y es, that would work.”

“1 do not want my lessons at the studio.”

“l do not want to entertain a stranger in my home.” The growing agitation in her
voice bothered him.

He did not like to think of his shy teaching aficionado getting upset.

“1f | were there for the security consult, would you be all right then?’ Neo absolutely
stunned himself by asking.

From the expression on his PA’s face she was similarly flummoxed.

But Cassandra had come out of her self-imposed prison of the bathroom yesterday for
him when she had refused for her manager. Neo was used to being relied on by his
employees and associates. It shouldn’t make him feel special that Cassandra naturally
did as others before her, but somehow it did.



“What? Y ou be here? No. You're too busy. That's not necessary.” Cassandra took an
audible breath. “Look, I'll...I"ll ask my manager. He' Il come meet with the security
consultant. He thinks these lessons are good for my career, though | really didn’t
understand why until the whole media fiasco yesterday. Bob will do it.”

Unfamiliar amusement welled up, along with a highly out-of-character tolerance.
He' d broken her brain. He must have broken his own as well because he didn’t want
Bob to be the one helping her deal with this, even though that had been his own idea

not fifteen minutes ago.

“You don't want to be there for the consult at all? As you reminded my personal
assistant, it is your home.”

“Yes, well...Are you sure you don’t want to meet in the studio?’ she asked, sounding
entirely too hopeful for awoman who spent so much of her time in her home.

Ignoring the repeated offer, he brought his schedule up on his phone. He marked two
items for his PA to move and said, “I'll be there with the consultant tomorrow
morning at ten.”

“You don't have to. | said—"

“If your manager was capable of convincing you to implement better security, he
already would have done so.”

“I didn’t have abillionaire student before.”

“Nevertheless, the man is clearly incompetent when it comes to assuring your
ongoing personal safety.”

“I'm sure that you have a big need for personal security, but I'm a moderately



successful musician. | don’t even tour.”

“You are a brilliant musician with a large fan base, despite your unwillingness to do
live performances. You should have implemented additional home security long

ago.”

“1 can see your point of view, but it's skewed by your lifestyle.” She sounded just a
tad desperate, though he couldn’t begin to understand why. “Y ou’ ve got to be able to
see that.”

“1 prefer not to waste time in useless argument.”

“Good.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

She was still spluttering when he disconnected the line.

Cass glared at the phone, and then picked it up and dialed the number that showed up
on her caler ID.

He picked up on the first ring. “Further argument will only serve to annoy me.”

“How interesting.” Neo really must get an unhealthy dose of arrogance with his
morning coffee. “It is customary to say goodbye when hanging up. Please remember
that in future.”

“Duly noted. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye.”



She distinctly heard a chuckle as he once again ended the call.

Smiling for no reason she could fathom, especially considering what she had just
agreed to, Cass went back to practicing her piece. When a certain set of green eyes
kept interrupting her flow of thoughts and she found her fingers moving in a Vivaldi
concerto segment she found particularly passionate, Cass knew she was in trouble.

True to his word, Neo arrived at exactly 10:00 am. the following morning. Her hair
in a smooth French twist and wearing a bright pink Jackie-O style dress with
matching jacket for courage, Cass was waiting for him in the music room, but she
heard the low purr of his Mercedes as he pulled into her driveway.

She couldn’t even pretend to play to settle her nerves. Neo was bringing a stranger
who was going to make changes to her home. Changes that she would still be getting
used to when his year’ s worth of lessons were over.
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How Cass had hated sharing her music with crowds of strangers, too many of whom
wanted to meet the young pianist, after what had always been for her a soul-
exhausting concert.

Something moved in Neo's green eyes. “You will tell me about that later, but realize
| am not your father.”

“No.” The feelings she experienced in Neo's presence were far from familial. And he
was not cagjoling her to perform in a packed auditorium. She took a deep breath and
let it out. “Okay. We can show him the house.”

“Let’sdo this,” Neo said to Cole.

The security consultant ssmply nodded, without giving Cass any of the strange looks
she was used to receiving when her limitations got in the way of norma social
interaction.

Gratitude washed over her and she gave him agenuine, if small, smile.

Then, despite the fact the man had gone past the music room and the hall only once
before and that was yesterday, Neo led them on a flawless tour of her house. It was
uncanny. He never once opened a closet door expecting a room, or missed a door that
led to the outside. Although her house was small, there were four doors of that
nature—the front door, the kitchen door, and French doors in both the master
bedroom and dining room. Those in her room led out to araised deck and the onesin
the dining room opened onto the patio below that deck.



“Idedlly, we would replace these doors with ones made of reinforced metal and
shatterproof glass,” Cole said, eyeing the bedroom’s French doors with disfavor.

Cass gripped Neo's suit jacket without thought. “Neo,” she pleaded. “Is that really
necessary?’

“You will spend the day with me when the renovations are being done.”

That was not what she had asked, nor should it have made her feel any better. After
al, Neo was redlly just a student, not a friend or a protector, but he made her feel
safer than she had in years. Maybe ever.

And wasn’t that thought just a tad overwhelming. Neo would walk out of her life
without a backward glance in less than a year’s time. His lessons would be over and
he would move on, but Cass did not think he would leave her unchanged.

And maybe that was okay.

It had been too long since she let anyone inside, but even if it led to pain and loss
down theroad, it might well be worth it.

“I’'m sure your personal assistant will love that. She doesn’'t like me,” she said to
cover her nearly overwhelming relief at his offer.

Cass could not imagine spending the day trailing after the high-energy billionaire.
But for the first time in years, just because she couldn’t imagine it, did not mean she
refused to try it.

“Miss Park? She is a very efficient personal assistant. | do not pay her to like or
dislike people.”



“Just because you don't pay for it, doesn’t mean you don’t get it.” Did the man really
think people worked that way?

“1 have acted somewhat out of character in my dealings with you. No doubt that
surprises her.”

“Really?’ Cass let go of his jacket and smoothed the expensive fabric. “I guess that
doesn’t surprise me. Even | realized you offering to come this morning was not the
norm.”

“No, but herel am.”

“Why is that?’ she asked. Was it possible he felt the same almost primal connection
she did? And what would she do if he did?

No way would a dynamic man like Neo Stamos tolerate the cramp in his style a
relationship with her would cause.

“1 believe | am making a new friend for the first time in more years than | care to
count.”

“Oh.” Of course he hadn’t felt the same amazing attraction. Neo was surrounded by
gorgeous, fully socially functional women. Cass wouldn’t even register a blip on his
female companionship radar, but friendship wasn’t something to dismiss lightly. Not
for her anyway. She didn’'t have so many she could or would want to dismiss his
offer. “I think I’m honored.”

“Asam |, by your trust.”

“1 do trust you.”



“| noticed.”

Cole cleared his throat. “I’ ve seen enough to write my preliminary report.”

Neo’'s face twitched just enough to let her know that like her, he' d forgotten the other
man was there.

“Good. I'll expect it on my desk by afternoon.”

“For the rates you're paying, | can make that happen.” Cole smiled as if he didn’t
mind rich clients throwing money at a problem they expected him to fix.

It was a good attitude to take, she was sure. If you wanted to keep working for said
rich clients.

“I"d like to see the report aswell,” she said.

Cole' s smile warmed up a couple of degrees as he turned it on her. “No problem.”
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“Naturally,” Neo said at the same time.

And then like the whirlwind he was, Neo Stamos was gone, his security consultant
along with him.

CHAPTER FOUR
CASS read the security report, her heart sinking further with each recommendation.

No way was all of this going to be done in one day, or even two. Despite most of the
security upgrades being offered with options that made them as unobtrusive to her
current lifestyle as possible, they were far too extensive for a single-day
implementation. Looking at the report, she had visons of workmen coming and
going, invading each and every room of her sanctuary, for aweek at the least.

She appreciated Cole's efforts to keep the changes in the background, she redlly did.
Just as she was grateful he had brought the report personally, instead of sending a
messenger as he told her he had done for Neo.

However, no amount of understanding on the part of the security expert could alter
the fact that he was recommending several anxiety-producing modifications to her
home. Not least of which was a state-of-the-art alarm system that governed every
window and door in her house.

Should she accidentally set the alarm off, a hundred-plus decibel noise would assault
her ears and those of her neighbors. Not only that, but the system would be hooked
into his private security company for twenty-four-hour monitoring. Someone there



would have access to duplicate keys to all her outdoor locks. Even though Cole called
the system typical in its implementation for residential security, Cass felt like it was
all too cloak-and-dagger for words.

Cole had also recommended replacing all of her doors and windows with more secure
models. He wanted to install biometric locks as well. She knew biometric referred to
locks opened with retinal or fingerprint scanners, which almost sounded intriguing, if
alittle redolent of science fiction. She might actually like that upgrade.

But by far, the worst elements to the proposal, and the ones given the least
explanation, were those recommended for the outside of her home. Cole wanted to
cut back the lilac bushes her mother had planted the year Cass's parents had moved
into the house. And that was only the beginning of the landscape changes he wanted
to make outside.

There was nothing for it. If Neo's privacy and safety were the reasons for the
upgrades, Neo would simply have to have hislessons in the studio. Which iswhat she
told him when she called him afew moments | ater.

“We have aready discussed that option and | do not find it acceptable.”

“Then we'll have the lessons at your penthouse.” Why hadn’t she thought of that
before? “Y ou' re planning to get a piano anyway. It would be beneficial to have your
lessons on the instrument you use for practice.”

“What is the problem here?’ he asked without a sign of impatience, which rather
surprised her. “I have looked at the report and | thought Cole Geary did a fair job of

minimizing the impact of the improved safety measures.”

Sherolled her eyes, though of course he couldn’t see. “ For someone like you maybe.”



“Someone like me would require an armed guard on the premises at all times.”

“Sucks to be you.” The words just slipped out, but she meant them. With every fiber
of her being. She could not imagine spending her days under constant observation.

A surprised bark of laughter sounded. “I’ ve got to admit that is the very first time in
my adult life that particular phrase has been directed at me. What is even more
astonishing isthat | can tell you meanit.”

“The life of a high-profile businessman is not for me,” she said, amusement making
the first tiny cracksin the wall of anxiety that had been building since she had agreed

to have the security consultant come over yesterday.

“It's a good thing you are just my friend, not my business partner.” He sounded like
he was smiling, if not laughing outright.

“1’m sure Zephyr Nikosis grateful for that aswell,” she said dryly.

“1 don’t know. | can push too hard at times, but then so can he.”

It amazed her how humble the tycoon could sound after all that he had accomplished
in his thirty-five years. She couldn’t afford to get sidetracked by admiration though.

“1, on the other hand, may not be pushy, but | am also not a pushover.”

“l never thought you were. It takes determination to refuse the lucrative life of a
concert performer.”

“My manager callsit bullheaded stubbornness.”

“Naturally, the more money you make, the more he does.”



“That’s one way to look at life.”
“Are you saying you don’'t think he does?’
“Honestly? | don't know. When my father died, | clung to Bob because he was

someone familiar. | assumed he had my best interests at heart, and mostly, | think he
does.”
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“But he is motivated by adesire for financial success like so many of us.”

“Oh, | don't think it's mere money that motivates you. | get the feeling you like being
arich man, but you enjoy being a powerful one even more.”

“You think so?’
“1 do. Y ou wear the mantle of control with complete comfort.”

“This is true, but what makes you say so?’ His tone couldn't be mistaken for
anything but genuine curiosity, no defensiveness there.

She laughed. She couldn’t help herself. And then she laughed some more. When she
finaly got her mirth under control, she was met by silence at the other end of the
phone.

“Areyou still there?’

“Yes. Areyou finished laughing?’

“Um...| think so.”

“It isanother first for me.”

“What?’

“Being laughed at. Even Zephyr would not dare.”



“Oh, come on. You trip and fall and your best friend would not laugh?’

“1 would never trip and fall.”

“1 suppose you never spill sauce on your shirt at a restaurant, either.”

13 NO.”

“Hmm...you never mistake someone’s identity in an embarrassing and amusing-to-
your-friends way?’

“| do not make mistakes.”

“You sound like you mean that.”

“| also do not say things | do not mean.” Wow, such arrogance.

“Even when you are negotiating areal estate deal ?”

“I never bluff.”

“Oh.” For some reason that was just a little nerve-wracking to know.

“Should | apologize for finding you funny?’ she wondered out loud.

“Not necessary, but | would appreciate you sharing the joke.”

1 You.ﬂ

“l am the joke?’ he asked in an odd voice.



“Um...yes”

“Explain.”

“Neo, you have done nothing but boss me around since the moment | met you. Y our
control issues are hardly a deeply-seated psychological secret.”

“1 do not have issues with control,” he replied with clear affront.

She almost laughed again, but she managed to stop herself with ajudicious bite to her
lower lip. It hurt, but it was effective. “No, you just insist on being the one who has
it.”

“1 cede control when necessary.”

“Which I’'m sureisn’t often.”

“True, but there is nothing wrong with that.” His tone was almost defensive thistime.

She couldn’t quite stifle the grin that caused, but she tried very hard not to let it show
in her voice. “If you can handle the stress of so much responsibility, maybe not, but
your insistence on changing my home to suit your whim is taking it a bit far. If you
don’t mind my saying so.”

“We have discussed this. Concern for your safety is hardly awhim.”

“1 thought we were implementing these changes for your safety.”

“Y esterday was disturbing for both of us. And | have bodyguards.”

“l see.” She'd thought as much, but when he had been so insistent, she’ d been unable



to comprehend him being that way for her sake rather than his own. “I don’t want to
change my house for me.”

She didn’t want to change it at al, but particularly if the reason for doing so was
some spurious need to increase her persona safety. She had lived her whole life in
that house and was doing just fine. Even alone, like she had been since her father's
death.

“Consider, if the ruthlessly forward reporter that climbed your back deck had broken
one of the glass panes on the French doors to your bedroom. Which he could have
done all too easily. He could have gotten inside. Even if hisintention was not to harm
you, such an action would cause you grave distress.”

“There’s no reason to believe there will be a repeat of yesterday anytime soon, if

ever.

“You are a celebrity. You may be a shy one that does not court the spotlight, but with
the increase in sales on each new album, you build a wider and wider fan base. An
incident just like yesterday’ s could indeed happen again, and soon.”

She shivered, feeling slightly nauseated at the prospect. Still, she had stopped being a
public performer years ago. “Even though | have reasonable success with my music,
I’m hardly at risk like a pop star.”

“But you are at risk.”

“Why are you so insistent?’” she asked almost plaintively.

“It iswhat is best for you. | am used to doing what is best for the people who rely on

me.



“1 am not one of your employees.”

“It does not matter.” He sighed, as if exasperated. “I have already arranged for
payment if that is what concerns you.”
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“You know it's not.”
“Cassandra—"

“I'll see you next week. Let me know if you wish to meet at the studio or your
penthouse.”

He said her name again, but she smply said, “ Goodbye,” at the same time.
She hung the phone up without another word.

Cass wished she was surprised when the doorbell rang the next morning before she'd
even had her first cup of coffee, but she wasn’'t. She was even less surprised to ook
out the window in the bedroom that overlooked the drive and see Neo's Mercedes
parked there.

He was not the type of man to let someone else set terms. Besides, no matter what she
thought, he was convinced she needed to upgrade her house’s security.

She was less than halfway down the stairs when the doorbell rang. Impatient and
quick, Neo didn’t linger on the doorstop dithering about whether or not to bother her
so early in the morning as she would have done. She didn’'t even consider trying to
ignore the bell, or the man ringing it.

Neo would not be deterred by a mere refusal to answer the door. Besides, as much as
she hated confrontation, she did not hide from it when necessary. And it was
necessary to make Neo understand she wasn't transforming her home on his whim.



All words aong that vein and any others dried up when she swung the door wide to
be confronted by the man in person. He was so darn gorgeous in today’s business
suit, each dark hair perfectly in place, his green gaze locked on her with laserlike
intensity.

She went hot al over and stopped breathing. For just a few seconds, but it was
enough to remind her how out of control she felt in his presence.

Why did he affect her thisway?

It was like the anxiety she felt at being in a crowd of strangers, only not. Because as
unsettling as this feeling was, she liked it. She liked him.

Even when he was trying to boss her around.

He'd opened his mouth to speak, but shut it when he saw her. “What are you
wearing?’ he demanded after several seconds of silence.

Not sure what had him so confused, she looked down at herself. Yes, she had
remembered to don her robe. The teal blue silk covered her from neck to ankle in
more than adequate modesty. Her feet were bare, but she was in her own home,
surely that wasn't a crime?

She lifted her head and met his bright blue gaze, which was fixed on her with far too
much intensity for this early in the morning.

“It’s not polite to stare.” Especially when the look felt so much like a physical touch.
It just wasn't right. “1 haven’t even had my morning caffeine yet,” she grumbled.

He seemed less than impressed. “| have been up for two hours.”



“Good for you.” So, he'd gotten up at five-thirty? What a masochist. “Only, normal
people wait to visit others, especially when they neglect to call ahead, until after
eight, sometimes even nine.”

His brow quirked in that sexy way he had. “We have already established | am no
average man.”

“Being extraordinary in no way gives you leave to be rude.” But she had to admit that
this man would probably get away with alot more than she would alow anyone else
in her life.

And that did not bode well for the outcome of the discussion coming.

“This from the woman who hung up on me yesterday.”

“1 said goodbye.”

“You refused to discuss Col€' s proposal in any way resembling arational manner.”

“Maybe I’'m not rational, but then | live alone with no personal obligation to anyone.
| can insist on keeping my home asit is for no other reason than because | want to.”

“Are you going to offer me coffee?’ It was a clear tactic to change the subject, but
she was not fooled.

Neo wasn't convinced. Not by a long shot. The man didn’t know what it meant to
give up. His nature wouldn’t allow it.

Foreboding skittered along her nerves as she spun on her heel without a word. He
could follow her to the kitchen, or not. His choice.



He followed. The sound of his confident tread behind her further emphasized her
certainty that he expected to get hisway.

She poured two mugs of coffee from the pot that she had set up on the timer the night
before. “Cream or sugar?’ she asked.

13 NO.”

She handed him his mug and then doctored her own with aliberal dollop of half-and-
half and two teaspoons of sugar.

He was frowning at her when she looked up.

“What? | have no need to prove my masculinity by drinking black coffee.”

“That is good, since you are entirely feminine.” His frown deepened. “Do you often
answer the door wearing nothing but a silky robe that clings to your every curve?’

She stared at him in shock for a full minute before gathering her thoughts enough to
answer. “One, | am wearing pajamas under my robe.”
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He snorted.

“l am,” she insisted. And then undid the robe that had reminded her of the beautiful
blue-green depths of the ocean off Hawaii’ s shoresto prove it. “ See?’

She’ d bought the pajama-and-robe set when she’d realized she probably would never
see the warm waters in person again. Who would she go with? She didn’t like
traveling alone. And she was no longer traveling for her music.

His green eyes narrowed dangerously as she revealed the matching camisole and
shorts she dept in. She didn’'t know what that was all about, but she was on aroll and
not about to stop now.

She recinched the robe and glared up at him. “Two, | don’t have enough curves to
speak of to worry about such athing.” That at least should be obviousto him. “Three,
| only answered the door after looking out the window upstairs and recognizing your
car inthedrive.”

“News flash, Cassandra, | am aman.”

“That’'s hardly a secret.” She didn’t know what was bugging him, but honestly right
now, she couldn’t expend the energy or brainpower to figure it out. She was too busy
trying to hide her reaction to his presence...“ The point is, | never answer the door to

strangers, in my robe or otherwise.”

“Do you answer your door to your manager in your robe?’



Where were these guestions coming from? “Of course not. Bob always warns me
ahead of coming over and | am therefore not caught unawares before my caffeine or
morning ablutions.”

“Good.”

She barely suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. “I’m glad you approve. Now drink
your coffee quietly for a few minutes and let me wake up sufficiently to argue with

youl.
“Are we going to argue?’

“Are you going to insist on changing my home?’

“Yes.

At least he was honest.

She headed for the door. “As you are obviously not going to let me drink my coffee
in peace. I’'m going upstairs to shower and change. | will be back down when | feel
more able to deal with you.”

“Get there fast. We leave for my office in less than thirty minutes.”

“You can leave whenever you like, but | have no intention of rushing my shower, or
any other part of my morning regimen.”

“l am not sitting down here and cooling my jets for three hours while you make
yourself presentable.”

“Do the women in your life really take that long to get ready in the morning?’ No



wonder the man got a little cranky. She’'d be annoyed by that kind of time-wasting,
too.

“Are you saying you do not?’

“I own exactly two types of makeup, mascara and tinted lip balms, what do you
think?’ She liked stylish clothing, but it didn’t take any longer to put on than jeans
and a T-shirt. And if she was in a hurry, she pulled her hair back in a French plait,
even if it was still wet.

“1 think you now have five minutes less than you did to get ready.”

“1"m not going to your office, Neo.” That was so not going to happen.

“The installers will be here at eight-thirty. You can stay and supervise them, or you
can come with me.”

She stomped up to where he leaned negligently against her countertop and poked him
in the chest, looking way too edible for a man she wanted to strangle. Only
figuratively speaking, of course...mostly.

“Contractors are not tearing my house apart, Neo. It is not going to happen. If one of
them so much as tries to trim the lilac bushes, | will call the police.” And then her
manager and fire him for getting her into this mess.

After he came over and got rid of the strangers from her home. She was never giving
piano lessons away to the charity auction again.

She might have muttered that under her breath because Neo gave her an amused, if
increasingly exasperated, look.



“We are going to discuss this rationally.” Neo caught her hand with his, sending the
rational thought he was so sure she wasn't capable of right out the window. “ After.”

“ After what?’

“ After you shower and dress.” He should be angry. She was.

But he looked perfectly calm, even somewhat tolerant, and more than alittle amused.
She should be berating him for his assumption, but her throat had gone dry and her
mouth didn’t want to form words. It wanted kisses. His kisses. The thought caught
her up short. What was the matter with her?

Asking herself didn’'t miraculously present her with answers or renew her fading
grasp on reality. She really wanted to be kissed by him and that was so astonishing,
she wasn’t sure how to handle it. She didn’t know where the urge came from, but it

was there. And it was strong.

He was so close. She wanted him closer. Mere inches separated their lips. How
many?



Page 21

Source Creation Date: June 28, 2025, 9:59 am

“Teninches,” she guessed aloud.
“What?’

“How far,” she said before she thought and would have bitten her own tongue in
reprimand, but she was too busy simply trying to keep it still.

“How far what?’ he asked, looking both confused and yet like he might have a
glimmer what she was thinking.

“Never mind.” She wanted to look away, but couldn’t make herself do so.
She'd lamented the fact of her loneliness, the fact she would probably never have a
family of her own. But never having been plagued with desires to kiss or touch

another man, she' d also come to terms with her lack of sensuality.

Now she had to wonder, if she smply had never met the right man. She had never
met Neo.

“What isten inches?’ he asked in silky demand.
And somehow she could not help telling him. “The distance between our mouths.”
He didn’t ask why that mattered, or laugh, or look at her like she was deranged. He

didn’'t do any of those things. He ssimply lowered his head, closing those ten inchesin
slow-motion intensity, and then his lips were covering hers.



Shock coursed through Cass, seizing her to immobility. Neo Stamos was kissing her.
And it was wonderful. More than wonderful, it was amazing, fabulous, stupendous.

Her first kiss.

Pure, unadulterated pleasure washed over her in one tropical warm wave after
another. Neo's lips were firm and all male as they moved confidently against her
own.

She could smell his aftershave, an expensive musk that made her knees turn to water.
Or was that the feel of his tongue teasing at the seam of her lips, requesting, maybe
even demanding entrance?

She moaned, loving the alien feeling of histongue on her lips. The sound of hisjacket
rasping against his shirt as he put his arms around her sent a shiver of alien need
shimmering through her. It was not a sound she had heard very often in her life, never
in this context, and certainly she had not expected to hear it with him. It brought
home the reality of their circumstance as his lips on hers did not.

They were too delicious. Too tingle-producing. Too amazing. Too outside her ream
of catalogued experiences.

But the sound of the fabrics moving against each other was more mundane, easier to
comprehend and proof positive she was indeed being held by him. Neo Stamos. The
most utterly gorgeous man she had ever met, or seen even. The feel of his suit
trousers against her silk-covered legs was something else altogether.

His hands roamed over her, caressing her back and hips through the thin, slippery
fabric of her robe. When his large, strong hands cupped her backside, she whimpered
against his mouth, her lips finally parting of their own volition to let him inside.



He deepened the kiss immediately, his mouth laying claim to hers with both the skill
and strength of a seasoned campaigner. If this was how he kissed all his women, no
wonder he had a different one on his arm each night.

Even the thought of the revolving door in his bedroom could not dampen her ardor.
She’'d never known anything like the passion escalating inside her. She wanted to
devour him. She wanted to be devoured by him. She wanted everything she had never
had and so much she had never even thought about before.

What she got was a skilled mouth taking her to heights of pleasure while sure, steady
hands kneaded her backside, dipping between her legsto barely caress the apex of her
thighs. She cried out into his mouth at the slight touch. Naked. Y es. Naked would be
good.

Only she couldn’t make herself break the kiss long enough to say so. And the tiny,
still-functioning part of her brain was grateful.

No part of her was happy when he tore his lips from hers though.

“No. Don't stop,” she pleaded.

He set her away from him, his expression so intense, she shivered fromit.

CHAPTER FIVE

HE FROWNED, not appearing in the least bit happy. “| should not have done that.”

“Why?" She'd liked it, but maybe he hadn’t? No, he'd been enjoying himself, or
doing awonderful job of faking it.

From everything she’'d read, that wasn’t the man’s job. To fake it. Of course, women



weren’'t supposed to do that, either, but some did. She wouldn’t have to. If they made
love. She was certain of it, regardless of the fact that she’'d never actualy had any
practical experience in that regard.

She recognized a master when she met one and this man was a master at the art of
touch. And kissing.

He blew out along breath. “We are friends.”

“Friends don't kiss?’ she asked, not entirely conscious of the words coming out of
her mouth, but truly confused nonethel ess.

“| do not know. | have never had afemale friend.”

“That makes two of us.”

“Y ou have never had another woman as a friend?’ His tone said he didn’t think she
was telling the truth.
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“I’ve never had abillionaire tycoon friend. We are even.” Well, maybe not entirely.

Female friends, or not, the man knew a lot more about women than she knew about
men and what made them tick, billionaire tycoons or otherwise.

“So, friends can’t kiss?’ she asked again, going back to the part of the conversation
that most interested her.

“No.”

“Why not?’

“Women | have sex with rarely last more than a night, afew at the most, in my life. |
would like our friendship to be more long-standing.” He actually managed to sound
amost vulnerable.

“We were kissing, not having sex. Weren't we?’ Maybe she hadn’t recognized
foreplay when she felt it? She certainly wouldn’'t have said no if he'd asked for more
and she had wanted them naked, hadn’t she?

Oh, goodness, gracious, she had wanted them naked.

“You are so innocent.”

“And you aren’t. That sounds like a good combination to me.”

“Only in your ingenious mind.”



“Now you're just being condescending.”

“l am being redlistic.”

“1 think 1 might like you spontaneous better.”

“Good.” Thelook in his eyes said anything but.

“Good?’

“What could be more spontaneous than spending the day together?’

“WEe re back to that, are we?”

His smile said they were indeed. “You need to take a shower. | will prepare your
breakfast while you dress.”

“Y ou can cook?’

“| did not start out life arich man.”

“Granted.” But she hadn’t considered what that might mean practicality-wise about
how helived earlier in hislife.

“Do you prefer a hot or cold breakfast?’ he asked, managing not to sound like a
waiter taking an order so much as a superconfident Greek man trying to sound like
one.

“A toasted bagel with peanut butter would be fine.” She’d grab an apple on the way
out the door and round out the meal nicely.



Which meant she was considering leaving with him. More than considering it,
resigned to it. Maybe not even resigned, but actually looking forward to it. After a
single kiss. She wasin so much trouble.

Maybe his no-kissing rule for them was a good idea, after all.

“If they cut so much as aleaf off of my bushes, | will never forgive you,” she said as
she walked out of the room and hoped he realized she was very serious about that
one.

Neo felt like someone had kicked him in the chest.

Kissing Cassandra had been better than anything he had felt in a long time. Maybe
ever. He had not wanted to stop, had felt helpless to do so. That shocking realization,
more than anything—more than the knowledge that Geary’s team would be arriving
soon, more than Neo's own pressing schedule—had given him the impetus he needed
to break the kiss.

Neo was never helpless. Had not once in his entire life considered that word
applicable to himself. And he was not about to begin now. Almost as alarming, he
could not remember the last time he had lost control sexually or any other way, much
less so quickly.

When he'd touched her lips, he'd been close to climaxing and that had never
happened, not even in his youth. From a kiss. He hadn’t even touched Cassandra's
small but tempting breasts, or gotten to naked skin at all. But he’'d wanted to. More
than he’ d wanted to be on time for his morning meeting. Damn it.

She hadn’t touched him, either, except to respond to his kiss with her lips. That
response had been untutored—innocently sensual, but incredibly, sweetly passionate.
If hisinstincts were right, and they usually were, she was avirgin.



Which was one very good reason to steer clear of sexual intimacy with her. It had
nothing to do with the fact she engendered such a surprising reaction in him. Neo was
not afraid of anything, but he only slept with women who understood the expectations
going in, experienced women who would not mistake physical desire for more
ephemeral emotions.

His sex partners usually shared his jaded view of sex, but not much more. Women he
would never consider spending an entire day with, not even in bed. Damn, he
sounded like a chauvinist, even in his own mind.

But he could not help that he had never devel oped friendships with the fairer sex. He
didn’t usually make friends at all. As Zephyr had pointed out with such relish.

Neo couldn’t say what drew him to Cassandra. All he knew was that the last few
weeks, he had looked forward to his piano lessons and seeing her more than he ever
would have expected. There was no denying he liked her as a person. With all her
quirks, she was charming.

He liked how she seemed to identify with him on a level only Zephyr ever had
before. She knew what it was to have a childhood in name only. She understood loss
and fear and hunger, even if it had been for love rather than food.
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Her friendship was all too important. He wasn't about to jeopardize it for something
as fleeting as sexual attraction. No matter how overwhelming.

He found the bagel she'd requested and started it toasting. He called Cole's cell
phone while he waited for it.

“Geary Security,” the other man answered on the first ring.

“ She agreed to the substantive changes to the structure of the house, but doesn’t want
the foliage touched.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.”

“It doesn’t?’ It sure as hell had stunned Neo. If it had been him, he would have had
the opposite reaction.

“1 researched her house’s history after dropping off the proposals. Her parents bought
that house before she was born,” Cole said. “From the size of most of the bushes, 1'd
say someone planted them soon after her parents moved into the house. If | had to
guess, | would suggest it was her mother.”

“S0, it is a sentimental thing?’ Not something Neo had much experience with, for
with all the luxury now at his disposal, sentimentality was still something he could ill
afford.

“That’s what I’ m guessing, but they really do provide too much cover for burglars or
stalkers.”



An image of Cassandra' s expression before she’d swept out of the kitchen played in
Neo’'smind’s eye. “ She's not going to let that sway her.”

“Y ou persuaded her to go for the doors and windows. Y ou can convince her about the
foliage. I'll reschedule the gardener when you do.”

Neo wished he was as confident, but for the first time in years, he considered the
possibility he'd met someone as stubborn as he was. In fact, the last time he
remembered doing so, he' d befriended the man and ended up eventually making him
his business partner.

There was only one word to describe Cassandra when she came downstairs, dressed
for the day in anavy blue pantsuit.

Cranky.

She sat down to eat her bagel with a grudging thank-you tossed in his direction, the
hapless bagel getting a glare before she took a resounding bite.

“You look nice,” he complimented. “I like the bright pink accents.” Most women he
knew preened under directed praise.

And he did like the pink scarf and shoes she’' d added to the more basic white blouse
and dark pantsuit. Her oversized pink-and-white earrings were a nice, if unexpected

touch, too.

Cassandra didn’t so much as smile, though he received yet another perfunctory,
“Thanks.”

“1 am surprised you wear so many bright colors.”



He got her full attention with that comment. She glared at him. “Why?’

“1 would think you wouldn’t want to draw attention to yourself.” “Debilitatingly shy”
did not equal “vibrant dress style” in his mind, but then he was no psychol ogist.

“What, you think | should dress only in shades of gray and wear my hair in a bun, or
something?’

“No.” But he wouldn’t have been surprised if she had, knowing what he knew about
her hermitlike ways.

“1’m not fond of talking to strangers.”

That was one way of putting it. Agoraphobic was another, but he didn’'t say aword.
“That doesn’t mean | want to dress like a piece of cheap office furniture,” she huffed
and then grimaced. “It’s important to me not be a caricature. | don’t like to perform,
but | can leave the house. I’'m uncomfortable meeting strangers, but | don’'t need to
dress like a hermit with no fashion sense. My life has enough limitations, | take
pleasure where | find it and | happen to like bright colors.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“1 can’t imagine why you’' d need to.”

Come to that, he couldn’t, either. She wasn’t one of his pillow-mates that he bought
gifts for in lieu of giving anything of himself. Hell, who was he kidding? He planned
to give more of himself to Cassandra today than he had to anyone in along time. He

intended to give her histime.

Still. “Now, you're just being argumentative for the sake of it.”



“You think so?’ she asked in a tone so subtly snarky he couldn’t help but be
impressed.

And amused, though he was far too intelligent to let that show. He should be irritated.
He' d cancelled all but his most pressing meetings and cleared his schedule in a way
he hadn't done in years. He would still work some, but he planned to entertain
Cassandra. After all, it was his fault she was being evicted from her house for the

day.

When he told her so, her frown grew dlightly less dark, but it was still in the black
range on the color spectrum. “| suppose you expect meto be grateful.”
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“Isthat likely to be on the menu anytime soon?’
“No.”
She was so refreshingly honest. Once she'd got past seeing him as a stranger, he
didn’t intimidate her like he did ailmost everyone else. Again, he had an unexpected
urge to smile, but he smothered it. “I’ d settle for you being happy.”
“Why on earth do you careif I’'m happy, or not?’
“1 don’t know, but | do. Chalk it up to friendship.”
She sighed and looked more frustrated than annoyed. “The thing is, | have
obligations, too, Neo. The music for my next album isn't going to write itself. Only |

can’'t work on it while strangers are tearing apart my house.”

“S0, we both take an unexpected break. What is one day?’ He ignored the fact that
him saying such a thing would be considered anathema by any and al who knew him.

She opened her mouth to speak and then closed it, looking at him contemplatively.
“When was the last time you took a break?’

That was easy. “My first piano lesson.”

“Before that?’ she asked with a degree of consideration that made him nervous.
Though he didn’t know why.



“| don’t take breaks.”

Now she would use that truth as an excuse and say she didn’t need time off, either.

She surprised him by asking very seriously, “Ever?’

“Ever.”

“You do need a break.”

So Zephyr and Gregor insisted. “If the number of compositions you have created in
the past yearsis any indication, so do you.”

That seemed to startle her. “Musicismy life.”

“ According to both my doctor and business partner, that attitude is not a healthy one.”

“| exercise.”

He remembered seeing her home gym when showing Cole Geary around her house.
“Sodol.”

“| eat right.”

“Sodol.”

“Then why are they so concerned for you?”’

Neo shrugged. “Got me, but if it's bad for me to be so obsessed by Stamos and Nikos

Enterprises, then it stands to reason your single-minded pursuit of music needs
tempering.”



“1 don’t want to spend the day being dissected by strangers.”

“Not going to happen.”

“Why?’

“They’ll be too busy watching me in wonder.”

She laughed at that as he'd meant her to do. “It makes me cranky to think of my
house getting torn up.”

“It won't be torn up. Cole gave me his word that you'll barely be able to tell they
were even here.”

“How isthat possible? | saw the list. They can never get it all donein one day.”

“In fact, they can.”

“Money talks?’

“In even more languages than | do.”

A smile played at the edges of her lips. “I’'m fluent in Mandarin, Italian and German.”
“You are accomplished.” He himself spoke Greek and English, of course, but
Japanese and Spanish as well. “1 understand the Italian and German, considering your
passion for piano composition, but why Mandarin?’

“1 like the way it’ swritten.”

“You are fluent in the Kanji?’



“Yes, though I'm still studying. | have a pen pa from the Hunan province and he
tutors me. He' s a scholar and something of arecluse.”

“What do you write to him about?’

“Music, what else? He plays and composes on the guzheng. It's kind of like a
Chinese zither. Unlike the older and more traditional gugin, which only has seven
strings and no bridges, it has sixteen to twenty-five strings with movable bridges. He

can create complicated and very beautiful compositions on it.”

She was babbling. She was still nervous about leaving with him and letting the
security company do their job. But she was going to do it. He was proud of her.

“How do you share your music?’
“We both have Web cams.” She laughed, but it didn't sound like she found that
funny. “It’s kind of pathetic, but | see more of him and my other online friends via

the Internet than | do anyone else.”

It was unfortunate, not pathetic. One day, he would help her make that distinction.
“Have you ever wanted to visit him in person?’

1 Y%.H

“Naturally, you have not gone.”

“1 would. Though not easily, | can travel anonymously, but | have no one to travel
with.”

“S0, it isnot simply leaving your house that bothers you?’



She lifted her shoulders in a half shrug before turning back to her breakfast without
answering.

He wasn’'t done with the subject however. “You don't like being recognized as
Cassandra Baker, the renowned pianist and New Age composer.”
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“Not such a pipe dream anymore.”
“No, but even more than that, I’m a huge fan of yours. Though | didn’t know it.”
“You didn't know it? This I’ ve got to hear, but not while it will make you late.”

An hour later, still reeling from the knowledge Neo was a closet fan and now
considered her a friend, Cass listened to her latest self-recording on her MP3 player
and took notes on what was lacking in the composition. She hadn’t been exaggerating
when she told Neo she had work to do, too, but her implication she could only do it at
home might have been stretching the reality of the situation.

She didn’t want to spend all day, every day, at her piano bench, so she had started
working on self-recordings early on. She loved the flexibility her tiny MP3 player
gave her. She could listen to it while exercising, cooking or practicing her Kanji
writing. Or sitting at a table in an empty conference room in the Stamos & Nikos
Enterprises building in downtown Sesttle.

She’'d bought her first one on the recommendation of another musician she knew
online and had upgraded with each new technological advancement.

A tap on her shoulder alerted Cass to someone else’ s presence.
She pulled one of the speaker buds from her ear and looked up. “Y es?’

“Mr. Stamos wanted me to make sure you have everything you need to make you
comfortable.” Miss Parks, Neo’s personal assistant, lived up to her voice and attitude



over the phone.

Blonde, in her forties, she wore her pale hair in a sleek chignon and dressed in a
female power suit by Chanel, but it had to be from a previous year’s collection.
Because this year the designer had gone whimsical, adding ruffles and lace that
would look out of place on the businesswoman. Just as the polite query sounded out
of character on her tongue.

Miss Parks clearly felt offering refreshments to her employer’s piano teacher was
beneath her.

However the woman had absolutely nothing on Cass in the “annoyed nearly beyond
endurance’ stakes. While Cass sat in a strange conference room, in a huge office
building filled with strangers, even more strangers were tearing her house apart.

She didn’'t even attempt to hide her bad temper when she gave the blonde a curt,
“Water would be nice.”

Never mind tea. That might soothe her and she didn’t feel like being soothed.

Without another word to the snarky PA, Cass put her speaker bud back in her ear and
returned to work. A bottle of water and a glass with a slice of lemon showed up at her
elbow afew minutes|ater.

Bad mood or not, Cass remembered her manners and looked up to give the deliverer a
polite thank-you, only to clash eyes with a man every bit as overwhelming presence-
wise as Neo.

Even if she hadn’'t recognized him from publicity photos, she would have known he
couldn’t be anyone but Neo’ s business partner, Zephyr Nikos.



CHAPTER SIX

THE clearly charismatic Greek smiled. “No problem.”

She yanked her headphones out of her ears. “Um...”

“I’m glad to get the chance to meet you in person.” Zephyr’'s smile would have been
lethal if she hadn’t been inoculated that morning with a kiss from Neo Stamos. “Neo
isn’t your only fan around here.”

She put her hand out. “Thank you for buying the piano lessons, Mr. Nikos, and I'm
glad you enjoy my music.”

“Zephyr, please. And don’'t thank me yet, you've only given Neo a few lessons.” He
leaned against the dark solid wood conference table. “The jury’s still out on what
kind of student he'll make, but my gut tells me that if he sticks with it for the full
year, you'll earn every one of the hundred thousand dollars | donated to charity on his
behalf.”

Cass let her lips tip in a wry half smile. “I’'m dgitting here working from my MP3
player instead of my piano because he's got a team of construction workers and
security personnel tearing apart my home. I’'m under no illusions he'll be an easy
student to have.” Or friend for that matter.

“They’re replacing a few doors and windows, that is hardly tearing the place apart,”
Neo said from behind Cass, his tone chiding.

She pushed her chair back and looked at him over her shoulder. “Are you done with
your meeting?’

“I am.” He raised a single dark brow at Zephyr. “1 thought you had a full schedule



this morning, Zee.”

The other gorgeous Greek shrugged his broad shoulders. “I had a minute and |
decided to meet the reclusive Cassandra Baker.”

“It's hardly a public appearance,” Neo said, sounding borderline irritated. “She
graciously agreed to spend the day with me while they do necessary security work on
her home. She is not here for your entertainment.”
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She hadn’t exactly been gracious, but she appreciated Neo’s minor prevarication on
her behalf.

“Don’'t worry, | didn't have a baby grand moved into Conference Room B for an
impromptu concert,” Zephyr mocked, clearly amused by Neo's protective stance.

“If you had, I might have gotten more done,” Cassandra joked. “There are limits to
what | can do working off my recordings.”

“Y ou can afford to take some time off work,” Neo said with a perfectly straight face.

Zephyr laughed in clear amazement, his expression one of disbelief. “Coming from
you, that’ s standup comedian material.”

“1 cancelled several events on my calendar today.”
“1 know.” Zephyr gave Cass a strange look. “It’s one of the reasons | wanted to meet
this wonderfully talented lady. | knew she was a master pianist, | didn’'t know she

was a miracle worker.”

“More like awhiner,” Cass said self-deprecatingly. “Neo would never have gotten me
out of my house and those workmen in if he hadn’t dragged me himself.”

She didn’t mention his form of persuasion had included a kiss that had about melted
her brain.

“You are not a whiner.” Neo had come to stand by Zephyr and his expression was



more than alittle stern. “Y ou have agoraphobic issues that have to be addressed with
the seriousness and caution they deserve.”

“That sounds like something you’'d read in a textbook on the subject,” she said. And
then realization dawned. “Y ou’ ve researched my condition.”

“1 had one of my top people do it for me.”

“Wow. You take being my student way more seriously than anyone else has in the
past.”

Neo shrugged, but Zephyr appeared anything but nonchalant at the admission. He
was once again staring at his business partner with blatant incredulity.

Then his expression morphed and he turned a look of almost pity on Cass. “Watch
out. When he gets the bit between his teeth, Neo has a tendency to take over.”

“You think | haven't noticed thistrait?’ she asked with no little amusement.

Neo crossed his arms and frowned at Zephyr. “I think you’ve got better things to do
than stand around gossiping, partner.”

“Are you going to try and deny you’'ve aready got a recovery plan in the works for
Miss Baker and her agoraphobia?’ he asked instead of taking the hint.

“My research has not reached that point yet.”

Cass's heart pounded in her chest. That “yet” was ominous. “Just because you talked
me into upgrading the security on my home, do not for one minute think you are
going to convince me to go through one of those antiphobia seminars. It's not going
to happen.”



She' d been there, done that and had the scarsto proveit.

“You'vetried such athing?’ Neo asked perceptively.

She nodded shortly.

“And it did not go well?’ he added.

“1 dtill refuse to answer the door to strangers, don’t 1?7’

“That’ s just intelligent caution,” Zephyr said approvingly.

She smiled gratefully at him. Very few people had ever tried to make her feel more
normal. The people in her life were mostly vested in getting her back on the stage and
that meant making sure she understood just how different she was. Different being
one of the kindest terms they used. Broken, foolish, weak, and irresponsible were

some others.

“I’ll want details from the attempts you have made to overcome this challenge in the
past.”

“You'rekidding.”

“| assure you, | am not.”

“Neo doesn’t have much of a sense of humor.” Zephyr shook his head like he pitied
the other man.

Which she noticed made Neo’s jaw clench and he turned a less-than-pleased ook on
his friend.



Zephyr put his hands out in the universal What, me? gesture. “1’m only speaking the
truth.”

Neo did not appear mollified. “I’m going to show you just how little a sense of humor
| have in aminute.”

Zephyr pushed away from the table and headed to the door. “Ah, reduced to threats.
My job hereisdone.” He looked back at Cass. “Nice to meet you, Miss Baker.”

“Cass, please.”

He grinned. “Nice to meet you, Cass.”

“1t was a pleasure to meet you, too.”

“Have fun on your day off.” Zephyr winked at Neo.

Neo flipped him arude hand gesture.

Cass gasped and started laughing as the conference room door closed behind the
departing tycoon.

“1 gpologize. | shouldn’t have done that in front of you.”

Cass was still smiling when she shook her head at Neo. “If you can't tell, I'm
amused, not offended. | liked watching the interplay between you.”
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“Why?’
“It showsasideto you | don’t think you exhibit elsewhere.”
“What if it does?’

“Tit for tat. You want to know and have aready made efforts to discover stuff about
me | don’t usually share with strangers, or anyone for that matter.”

“ 30, you think you should know similarly personal things about me?’

“Exactly.”

“You drive a hard bargain, Cassandra.”

“l must. | got you to take time off work, even if that wasn't my intention.”

“Yes. And speaking of, the rest of my morning is clear.”

“You plan to entertain me?’

“I do.”

“That’s not necessary. | do have my MP3 player and a pad to take notes on,” she

admitted with some shame for her crankiness with him earlier. “And this room is nice
and quiet, no distractions...well, except your business partner.”



“He bought me my first CD of your music. In fact, he bought al of them for me over
time. | am embarrassed to admit | never checked for the artist so | could buy them
myself, though | listen to your music daily.”

“That explains how you could be afan without knowing it.”

13 Y$.11

She shook her head. “1 love music, as you know. | can’t imagine not trying to find out
who created and played music | enjoy.”

He shrugged, but it was obvious he meant it when he said he was embarrassed by his
oversight.

She reached out and squeezed his forearm. “Hey, | don’'t have a clue who designed
and built my house, but | bet you know.”

“It was part of the security consult report.”

“I skimmed that bit.”

“Areyou trying to make mefeel lessidiotic?’

“Definitely, because you aren’t even sort of stupid. Isit working?’

11 Y%.”

“S0, you took the morning off.” That still boggled her mind, but she’d decided that
morning he needed the break he was so determined she take.

She wasn't going to backslide and let her fear of being in the way stop her from



encouraging him to leave work behind for alittle while.

He nodded. “I thought | might take advantage of your undivided attention and that we
could go shopping for my piano? Since both are available.”

“l see.” She bit her lip, considering whether or not she could psyche herself into
going shopping with the man.

If she wanted to get him out of the office, she' d have to.

It didn’t promise to be a pleasant morning for her, but if they stayed out of crowded
malls, she should be able to manage her anxiety levels.

And he made her fedl safe, like being with him she could do things that normally
were beyond her comfort zone.

“Online.”

“What?’

“We can retire to my penthouse and do the shopping online,” he explained.

“Really? You don't mind? But honestly? Y ou should always test out a piano before
buying it.”

“Do you think if | had an employee buy the instrument that | would have gone to test
it out before purchase?’

“Um, no? But since you have put yourself under the aegis of my expertise, | will have
to insist on it. However, we can narrow down our external shopping trip through
visiting Web sites and making afew phone calls.”



He looked pleased with her for some reason. “That sounds good.”

She stood up. “Lead the way.”

Before he had a chance to open the door, it swung inward and his PA stood there.
“Mr. Stamos, | have Julian from Paris on the line in your office.”

“Handleit.”

“But, Mr. Stamos—"

“1 told you, | am taking the morning off.”

That caused the blonde to give Cass a frown that turned into a death glare when she
noticed the untouched bottle of water on the table.

Cass grabbed the bottle. “I' [l just take this with me.”

“1 have water in my penthouse,” Neo said, sounding bemused.

“There's no sense wasting it.” Miss Parks had been annoyed enough at having
fetched it for Cassin the first place.

Though Zephyr had delivered it, Cass didn’t want any more black marks in the other
woman'’ s book than she already had.

Neo put his hand out, indicating Cass should go ahead of him. “Whatever makes you
happy.”

The PA’s already stony expression went positively sour.



“Do not keep Julian waiting, Miss Park.”

The older woman nodded and |eft without another word.

“You call your personal assistant Miss Park?’ Cass asked.

“That is her name.”

“1t surprises me that you use surnames with each other.”

“She' sworked for me for six years and that’ s always been the way she' s preferred it.”
Neo didn’t sound like he cared one way or another.
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“Do al of your employees call you Mr. Stamos?’

Neo frowned. “Yes, | suppose. Why?’

“Does Zephyr’ s personal assistant call him Mr. Nikos?’
“No. Again, why?’

“You keep people at a distance more than he does.”

“Just because Zephyr doesn’t think | make friends, doesn't mean | don’t. | made
friends with you, didn’t 1?7’

If he considered steamrolling her into making substantive changes on her house as
making friends. But that wasn't really being fair to him, either. “Yes.”

“Y ou sound uncertain. | thought we' d already established we are becoming friends.”
“Weare.”

“But?”’

“You're apretty forceful kind of guy, aren’t you?’

“Y ou do not get to where | am being a pushover.”

“No, | don’t imagine that you do.”



“That does not mean | aways have to have things my own way. I’'m taking piano
lessons, aren’t 17’

“Yes.” And he' d taken the morning off when he never took time off so that she would
be comfortable. Steamroller, or not, Neo had the makings of a good friend. “Whereis
your penthouse?’

“At the top of this building. Zephyr and | share the top floor for our living quarters.”
“Considering the size of this building, your apartments must be huge.”

“Part of the penthouse floor is taken up with the pool and workout facility.”

“You have a pool ?’

“Zephyr and | shareit.”

“Wow. |’ ve thought about having one installed in my backyard, but then | wouldn’t
have much yard left and I’d only get to use it afew months out of the year.”

“Seettle’ s climate isn’t conducive to year-round outdoor living,” he agreed.

“Not like Greece.”

“Living here has its compensations.”

“I’'m glad you like it here.”

13 Yes?’

“Yes, | wouldn't have a new friend otherwise.” He grinned, his expression nothing



short of pleased. “Just so.”

“Still, | envy you the pool.”

He laughed warmly. “Finally, something my billionaire status makes you want to

have.

“Y ou’ ve got enough people wishing they were you.”

“Areyou saying | don’t need another fan?’

“Oh, I'm a fan al right.” Especially of his kisses, but she was nowhere near
outrageous enough to say so.

“l am sure.”

“I mean it. You're agreat guy.”

That startled another laugh from him, though she couldn’t imagine why. “Y ou cannot
know what arefreshing attitude yoursis for me.”

“Thank you. | think?’

“Definitely. As for the pool, you are welcome to come use ours anytime you like. |
will make sure you get a keycard for our top floor.”

He couldn’t know how tempting that offer was. She loved to swim, but public pools
were more than mildly daunting for her. Or perhaps he did, considering the research

he' d done on her condition.

Regardless, it was more than generous and not a gift she would dismiss on any level.



“Thank you.”

“Not at all. What are friends for?”

She was smiling as she followed him to the private elevator that serviced his and
Zephyr's offices and penthouse floor.

Finding the piano turned out easier than Cass expected. She hit it lucky with her first
phone call. She'd called her own supplier with little hope they’d have something in
stock locally, but they had just taken a Steinway baby grand in as trade on a new,
bigger Irmler parlor grand for another professional pianist who lived on Bainbridge
Island.

“1t’s something of an extravagance, but the price and immediate availability are very
tempting,” she told him after the initial phone call. “And you’ ve got the space in your

sitting room.”

Neo's apartment was huge and although it had obviously been furnished by a
professional, it was pretty minimalistic—almost sparse.

“An upright would be considerably less expensive.”

“Yes, but not equivalent in tone or performance. That is your standard by which you
judge a monetary outlay, right?’

“Moreor less. Yes.”

“If you' re serious about learning the piano, you may as well practice on an instrument
of true quality.”

“You are seduced by this piano’s pedigree.”



“Maybe alittle. A Steinway isn’'t to be sneezed at and it really isabargain.”

“You'revery animated. | like seeing you like this.”

She felt hersalf blushing.

He shook his head, but smiled. “Isit available to test out like you want?’
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“We can go by their showroom and try the piano out today anytime.”
He looked at his watch. “Where are they |ocated?’

She told him the address in west Sesttle, which was admittedly closer to her home
than his building downtown.

He nodded. “If we go now, we can make it back in time.”

“1 thought you took most of the day off?’

“1 did, though I still have a meeting later this afternoon.”

“It won't take that long.”

“I did not think it would.”

“Then what do we have to be back in time for?’ she asked in confusion.
“Lunch. It will beready at eleven-thirty.”

“lsn’t that early?’

“| eat breakfast at six-thirty and you ate only an hour later.”

“I’'m surprised your nutritionist doesn’'t have you snacking midmorning with a later
lunch.”



“Normally, you would be right, but today is special.” Because he was taking it off?

“How did you know | use a nutritionist?’ he asked. “I don’t remember mentioning
that.”

She shrugged, tucking her cell phone back into her purse. “Lucky guess. Keeping
yourself fit would be top priority and what you don’t have time to do yourself, you
would pay for.”

“You can’t do business from a sick bed.”

“Oh, I’'m sure you can. Furthermore, I’m sure you have.”

“Not as effectively. And Zephyr goes all Greek patriarch on me when he finds out
about it.”

“1 bet you do the same to him.”

“Naturally. | can take care of whatever needs seeing to, but Zee stubbornly refuses to
see that and get proper rest.”

“And he feels the same when you areill.”

Neo just shrugged.

Cass grinned. “You're two peasin apod.”

“We just know who we can rely on.”

“Each other.”



11 Y%.”

“No one else?”’

Neo didn’t answer, but she didn’t need him to. It was obvious. They were two men
who had learned early not to give their trust easily. Which made the fact Neo saw
himself as her friend and had offered her a key to the top floor of his building even
more amazing.

She could not remember feeling so accepted, not even with her parents. Maybe
especially with her parents.

Neo had never been in a store like the one Cass took him to.

It was located in a converted Victorian house. The entire ground floor had been
remodeled into a showroom for the wind instruments and pianos the company sold.
The interior designer had done an outstanding job of creating an environment that
showed off each instrument to its best advantage. And the acoustics had been
enhanced with subtly engineered ceiling panels to maximize the splendor of sound
the instruments made.

He was given a sample of the result when Cass picked up a flute, and after wiping the
mouthpiece with a cloth provided by the salesman, played a mesmerizing melody that
froze Neo in place.

When she was done and put the flute down, he cleared his throat. “I thought you
didn’t like to perform.”

She blushed, looking around at the almost empty store. “That wasn't a performance.
It'sonly the flute.”



“It was beautiful .

“Thank you, but | was just messing around.”

Interesting. “I thought you only played the piano.”

“l dabble on the flute, is all. | wanted to learn the guitar, too, but my parents
discouraged it.” She brushed her hand over the flute. “They thought | should keep my

focus.”

“If that’s dabbling, | wonder what you would have achieved with alittle less focus on
the piano.”

Cass's smile was nothing short of beautiful. “ Thank you. | love the sounds a flute can
make.”

“1 think under your hands, any instrument would sound amazing.”

She shook her head. “Flatterer.”

“Not at all.”

“I love music.”

“1t shows in your compositions.”

“Yourealy listento my CDs?”’

“All of them. Don’'t ask me to pick a favorite though because no matter how many
times | listen, that changes almost daily.”



She blushed and turned away, toward the glassed-in, soundproofed room that held the
piano they had comein to see.

He followed her. “ Surely you are used to such compliments.”

“Actually, no. One of the side effects of my not performing is that | don’t hear from
many of my fans. And when | did perform, my father and manager made sure | spoke
to the big money music aficionados, but not normal people who listened to my music
just to make their day alittle brighter.”

“We have already established | do not define normal.”

“But you are nothing like the patrons | was told to cultivate, either.”
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But no one else, or so her words implied. “I am honored. It is something | will look
forward to with great anticipation.”

Smiling, Cassandra concentrated on the instrument in front of her. She looked to
check that the door was shut on the soundproof room and then played a short piece,
not any music he recognized, just a series of chords. Her head was cocked as if
listening for something he couldn’t begin to hear.

It sounded fine to him. More than fine.

“Well?" he asked, when she sat in silence for several seconds after the keys fell
silent.

“Try your scaleson it.”

He played the keys as she'd taught him at the first lesson. “Now, try a few of the
chords you've learned.” He did.

“What do you think?’ she asked.

“It'sgood?’ he asked in uncharacteristic hesitation.
“Did the keys fedl natural, not clunky?’

He considered and then nodded. “They felt fine.”

“A baby grand really does have better key play than an upright, but nothing can



compare to aconcert grand like | have. I’'m spoiled, but thisis anice instrument.” She
patted the top of the Steinway.

“What you are saying isthat it is not as nice as yours though.”

“Buying aFazioli for a beginner would be an excessive extravagance and you told me
you don’t squander money indiscriminately. Besides, their waiting list isalong one.”

“A Steinway isn't an extravagance?’ he asked with a quirk of hislips.

“Not at the price they’ re offering it.”

“S0, we are getting a deal?”” he asked, making no effort to hide his relish at the
thought.

“1 told you we were. A very good one.” She told him how much they would be saving
and even he was impressed.

“1 knew bringing you with me would be a benefit.”

She laughed and shook her head before playing a ssmple children’s tune as if her
fingers could not stay still that close to a well-tuned instrument.

He caught the salesman’ s eye through the glass and waved the man over.

Neo handed the salesman a black American Express card when he entered the
soundproof room. “We'll take it. You can arrange delivery with my personal
assistant. Here is my business card. Call this number and it will go directly to her

line”

“Very good, Mr. Stamos. We'll arrange a piano tuner to accompany the movers so it



Isready for use directly after delivery.”

Cassandra nodded her approval and Neo said, “Fine.”

The salesman left with Neo’'s American Express and business cards, but neither Neo
nor Cassandra moved to get up from the piano bench.

She brushed her fingertips along the keys. “It’s been afew years since | bought a new
instrument.”

“Getting the urge?’

“To replace my Fazioli? Never. But | might be persuaded to buy some new music for
my flute.”

“$0, you decided you could afford to play a second instrument.”

“1 dabble, like | said, but sure, why not? If | can learn foreign languages and make
timefor Tai Chi, why not play a second instrument as a hobby?’

“Zephyr says | have no hobbies.”

“Don’t worry.” She patted his back consolingly. “You have one now. Playing the
piano.”

11 Y%.”

“Let’swork on some chords.”

“Here?’



She looked around the soundproof room and the mostly empty showroom beyond.
“Why not?’

“lsn’t that like performing?’

“No one can hear usin here.”

“You're addicted. That'swhat thisis about, isn’t it? Y ou miss your piano?”’

“I’ll make a deal with you. You learn two chords and I'll play a short piece from my
newest score for you.”

“Here?’ he asked aga| n, |ne|egant|y

“Where else? It’ s soundproof in here and we can close the drape over the window for
extra privacy. And we can't exactly go back to my house.”

“We could, but I’d prefer you not return to the scene of the crime until the last bit of
sawdust has been vacuumed up.”

“Scene of the crimeisright.”

“Stop whining and show me a chord.”

He couldn’t believe how much he enjoyed learning the chords she wanted to teach
him. No one bothered them. Not even the salesman, who came in quietly only to
leave the receipt and paperwork for Neo's purchase on top of the piano, and then left

just as quietly.

“Okay, I think I’ve got it,” he said after playing the chords successfully several times,
“Now, it’syour turn to keep your part of the bargain.”



“You got it.” She got up and closed the drape on the window then tugged on the door
to make sure it was shut.
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“I’ll hold you to that.”
“Therewere alot of ifsand maybesin there,” she warned.

He shrugged asif the only words he knew or heard were yes, can and do. “Are you all
swimmed out?’

“1 could do afew more laps.”
“Then, | will join you.”

“Great.” That'sjust what she needed. The most gorgeous man she' d ever met running
around in a swimsuit.

After the two kisses today, her body was going through all sorts of palpitations and
excitations. She wanted to grab him and throw him on the deck beside the pool and
kiss him until both their lips were sore, but he said friends couldn’'t kiss. And he
wanted to be her friend.

He'd already shown that meant something real to him. Friendship. He' d been there
for her when she needed him and he'd never once chastised her for her weakness.

He' d given her histime today and she knew that was something special.

Neo Stamos was a dream man. If only her limitations weren't so redolent of a
nightmare.

She wasn’t going to do anything to mess this relationship up before it ran the natural



course al her other friendships had over her life.

Seeing him in his swimsuit was worse than she expected. Neo was clearly not
ashamed of his body. Showing his European upbringing, he wore spandex swim
trunks that showed off his stomach and thighs like no California board shorts could
ever do. It wasn't a Speedo, having a little leg to it. But it was enough to make her
whimper as feelings she had read about, but never personally experienced before
meeting him, zinged through her body.

“Did you say something?’

She had to clear her throat. “ Uh, nothing. Nice suit.”

“1t creates minimum drag when | am doing laps.”

“Of course.” She thought he'd just bought it to seduce unwary virgin pianists. Well,
maybe not.

They swam several |aps, even racing a couple, which he won.

“It's just because | wore myself out swimming before you came up.” It didn’t help
that she had a hard time concentrating on her breast stroke when all she wanted to
think about was what Neo would feel like pressed up against her as he had been at the
piano showroom.

Only wearing nothing but swimwear. Not that she was about to admit that out loud.
Still, she shivered in the heated water at the yummy picture her mind presented her

yet again.

“Ah,” he said sagely. “It’s got nothing to do with the fact I’'m more than a half a foot
taller than you with more powerful leg muscles?’



“Let’s leave your leg muscles out of it.” She scrunched her face at him. “You'll give
me a complex.”

“Your bird legs are quite lovely.”

“Bird legs?’ she screeched. Had he seriously called her legs birdlike? “What is that?
Scrawny and orange?’ Oh, he was so going down. She shot under the water, diving
for his ankles.

Whether it was surprise or simply good timing, she managed to get her arms around
his ankles and yank, pulling him under the water. Not being an idiot, she let go
immediately and bolted to the other side of the pool as fast as she could swim. She
was half out when big hands clamped onto her waist and lifted.

She went sailing through the air to land with a splash in the center of the pool. She
had the presence of mind to hold her breath as she went under, but still came up
spluttering. And ready to get her own back only to find him waiting for her, a devilish
smile on his too handsome face.

This was fun. Really, really fun. She hadn’'t played like this in, well...ever. In just
five weeks, Neo had given her so much. Her heart was so full, she felt it might burst.

At the last second, she checked her instinct to grab him and try another dunking. She
couldn’t help noticing that Neo stood firm, his head and most of his shoulders above
the pool line while she had to tread water to keep her face out of it.

“You think you've won?’ she demanded breathlessly.

“1 think we're even right this minute,” he said with obvious concession.

She mock growled at his taunting, but said, “A smart woman would leave it at that, |



suppose.”

“A draw is better than defeat,” he acknowledged.

She gave him a really good glare and sent a wave of water cascading toward him.
“You'resosurel would lose?’

With hardly a blink at the deluge that broke over his head, he wiped the excess water
droplets from his face and shrugged. Definitely his confidence was unquestionable.
And totally justified. Unfortunately.

“Y ou might be bigger, but maybe I’m more devious,” she posited.

“Highly doubtful.” He grinned. “I’m areal estate developer. | deal with devious every
day.
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“You've got me there.” The music industry could be cutthroat, but she stayed out of
the business side as much as possible.

“Can | sweeten the draw with an offer of refreshments?’ he asked.

Why did the word draw sound so much like defeat? “What kind of refreshments?’
she asked, tempted despite her newly awakened sense of competition.

“Macadamia nut cookies and baklava. My housekeeper was very happy to have her
normal restrictions lifted.”

Cass' s mouth watered and any thoughts of futile attempts at a second dunking for the
big man flew from her mind. “Y ou’ ve sold me.”

“I’ll meet you inside.”

Only if she could get out of the pool after nearly drowning herself when she forgot to
keep treading water while watching his muscular backside walking away from her
toward one of the shower enclosures.

Neo heated the water for teato go with their pastries and reminded himself of al the
reasons he could not bed the sexy woman still drying her hair in his guest bathroom.
Hell, he'd come close to making love to her in the pool. Then on the deck when she'd
stepped out of the water.

He should never have looked back before closing the door on the shower room. She'd
had a glazed look in her eye he associated with things not remotely related to



swimming.

But damn did she look delectable in a swimsuit. Supermodels would kill for a body
so well-toned. Cassandra wasn't anorexically thin like those women. Thank heaven.
No protruding bones in places where at least a minimal layer of insulation should
reside.

But the only things that jiggled were supposed to. Even if her curves were modest,
they were mouth-wateringly succulent. Petite but perfect breasts and small round
globes of a bottom that tempted his hands and mouth. He had wanted to leave a love
bite on one flawless mound in the worst way.

She'd amost started something very different than what she’'d intended with her
dunking game. When he picked her up to toss her into the pool, he'd very nearly
brought her body to his mouth instead of letting her go to splash in the water.

Oh, hell. What had he been thinking suggesting she use the pool ?

That she’'d wear one of the more modest one-pieces he knew could be found in the
changing room. That's what. Absolutely not that she'd choose to swim laps in three
tiny triangles that revealed more than they hid. The damn bottoms were almost a
thong. And Cassandra had a perfect buitt.

Luscious. Well-rounded, but clearly the result of time spent in her exercise room
because...damn. Perfect. Y es, that was the only word that fit. And the lack of tan line

indicated whatever sunbathing she did, she wore a suit of similar construction.

His heart could barely take the strain of thinking about that one. His virginal friend
was too damn sexy for either of their sakes.

Hearing the continued sound of the hair dryer just made him want to go in there and



offer his services helping her dry those glorious, silky tresses. What woman in
today’s age grew her hair to her waist like Cassandra had? Didn’t she know it took
too much work for a modern woman to maintain?

He nearly laughed at his own musings. Apparently, Cassandra had not gotten the
memao.

He' d had no idea how long the soft brown curtain was until he’ d seen her braid as she
sat beside the pool. It hung down the middle of her back, the tail brushing enticingly
against the top curve of her backside. He had immediately wanted to see what the
brown silk would look like fanned out on his pillow, or hanging down around both

their faces as she rode him to ecstasy.

His eyes dlid shut, the pain of unabated arousal humming through him as he bit off a
Greek word even he didn’t say very often.

He grabbed his phone and dialed.

Zephyr picked up on the second ring. “What' s up?’ he asked in Greek.

“Remind me why it's a bad idea to have sex with your friends.”

“Did | say that?’ Was that amusement Neo heard in his partner’ s voice?

“No. | did, but | need reminding.”

“What friend are we talking about? The new piano teacher?’ That was definitely
laughter lacing Zephyr’ s tone.

Neo growled, “Yes.”



“I"'m surprised.”

“That | want to have sex with her?’ He always thought Zephyr was more discerning
than that.

“No, that you are calling her friend already.”

“She’s special.”

“l see.” All amusement was gone now.

Finally, the other man was taking this seriously. “Good, because | do not. Tell me to
keep my hands to myself.”

“When have you ever listened to me?’

“Damnit, Zee...”

“Yourealy arein aquandary, aren't you?’
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“1 like being her friend. | don’t want to ruin that.”

“ And having sex with her would do that?’

“Of course. Wouldn't it?”

“That depends.”

“On what?’

“On what her expectations are going into the sex. When both people are on the same
playing field, sex between friends can be more mind blowing than anything you’ll

experience with a mere hookup.”

He wasn't sure he and Cassandra couldbe on level playing ground. “She's a virgin,”
he told his friend with simple honesty. “Totally innocent.”

“At her age?’

“Y es, and another reason not to take her to my bed.”

“Unless she's tired of being inexperienced. Are you sure her state is by choice?’ he
asked in a tone that implied Zephyr knew something about this sort of situation from

his own experience.

“What do you mean?’



“Think about it. Cass has lived her whole life for her ailing mother and her music. |
doubt her father let her date when she was younger and now she's got this
agoraphobia thing going on. When is she going to meet a man she might enjoy
making love to?’

“That’ s not the point.”

“I'snot?’

“No. | can’t be that man.” That was the point.

“Why not?’

“Because she'll end up hurt. She's not like my—"

“Other hookups? Maybe it’ s time you graduated beyond the one-night stand.”

“1 am not looking for arelationship. | don’'t have the time.”

“Everyone hastime for friends, Neo.”

“No, they do not.”

“Let me rephrase that. Everyone should make time for friends. What's the point of
being at the top of your pyramid if there isn’t anyone up there with you to enjoy it?’

“1 have you.”

“Your business partner and only friend. Hell, Neo, half the time you and | are in
different countries dealing with our business.”



11 &)?l

“S0, you can’'t spend all your time working.”

“Thisrecord is getting old, Zee.”

“Isit? Or isit finaly starting to sink in?’

“You know you are a hypocrite, don’'t you?”’

“We aren't talking about me right now.”

“Good thing for your sake.”

“Right. Listen, does Cass want you?”

“1 think so, yes.” Hell, if he was wrong then somebody shoot him now, he’'d lost his
ability to read people.

“S0, let her know the score and allow her to make her own choice.”

“ She might not make the one best for her.”

“She’' s an adult, Neo. It isher cal.”

“You make it sound so damn simple.”

“And you are letting it get way more complicated than it needs to be.”

Neo didn’'t need Zephyr to tell him sex with Cassandra would be better than any
hookup. His body had been yelling that very message at him since she’d opened her



door to him the first time. In fact, he realized he didn’t need Zee to tell him anything
at all.

He already knew what he wanted and he damn well knew what he was going to do
about it.

Maybe she wasn’t his usual type, but she wasn’'t the Plain Jane he had first considered
her. Cassandra was no supermodel.

Damn it, she was better.

She might love her bright designer fashions, but there wasn’t avain bone in her body.
Her innocent sensuality was a thousand times more provocative than another
woman'’s practiced seduction and he had the erection from hell to proveit.

Neo had never practiced self-denial when it came to sex. He met a woman he wanted,
she wanted him, too, and they danced the horizontal mamba a few bars. Well, he
wanted Cassandra, and he was damn sure she wanted him, too, but for the first time,
that wasn’t the only consideration at hand.

The blow dryer cut off. Neo's hands fisted at his sides as he fought through an
internal  quagmire of conflicting thoughts. One thing shone through the
rest—Cassandra Baker had spent twenty-nine years being denied aspects to life most
people took for granted. First by the circumstances of her childhood and then by the
limitations of the anxiety that plagued her.

He could give her a taste of passion—more than a taste, a whole buffet. Maybe
friendship didn’t have to preclude sex. Not if both people wanted it.

And Neo wanted it. So did Cassandra.



Cass walked into the kitchen expecting to find Neo making tea, which was such a
domestic thing to do, it really endeared him to her.

What she did not expect was the feral gleam in his green eyes and the clear tension
thrumming through his body.

“Areyou al right, Neo?’ she asked, wondering if she should have put her suit jacket
back on and not sure why that particular thought was flitting through her brain.
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“Love?’ she asked, clueing in to the fact that even in the abstract he wasn't
comfortable saying the word. Never mind the obvious redlity that he thought she
wasn't just lacking in cynicism but was encumbered with a big dose of emotional
naiveté.
“Right.”

“1t goes without saying you won't make the same mistake.”

He shrugged one shoulder. “I have never fallen for any of the women I’ ve taken to
my bed.”

“If you had, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” And even the thought had the
power to hurt her. Maybe she was more at risk here than she realized.

“Thetruthis, | don't think I’'m a guy who does the softer emotions.”

“Ah, you don’t think you are capable of love?’

“1 have never loved anyone, never been loved by anyone.”

She knew that wasn’t true. The affection he and Zephyr shared was love if she'd ever
seen it. They loved like brothers. Like family. She hadn’t experienced it but she knew
what it looked like. Family love. Neo was clearly uncomfortable acknowledging the

feeling but he' d been lucky to experienceit.

The discussion was moot in regard to her anyway. She hadn't engendered



unconditional love in her own parents, no way was it going to spring forth from
Neo’'s manly chest in relation to her. She had never expected to be loved—Ilonged for
it, but never expected it. And it had been years since she allowed herself to even
daydream about such athing. She didn’'t feel aslonely when she didn’t dwell on what
she could not have.

And she wasn’t going to let it stop her from having what she could.

“1’m not expecting love from you,” she told him honestly.

CHAPTER NINE

“WHAT do you expect?’

“Nothing. | learned along time ago that expectations lead to disappointment.”

“What are you looking for, then?’

“I’'m not sure I’'m looking for anything. Your advent into my life was like a comet
dropping from the sky, totally unanticipated and a little earthshaking, if you want the
truth. Y our friendship is aremarkable gift.”

He took a deep breath and stepped back. “That’s it then.”

“But sex would be wonderful, too.” Not that she thought wonderful even began to
describe what she would feel sharing her body with this man.

“So it isamatter of opportunity.”

“Not exactly.” She hadn’t dated. She'd never kissed, but she'd met men who wanted
to bed her. Groupies that might be rich and snobby, but were groupies nonetheless



and frankly, they’ d scared her silly.

Almost as badly as getting on stage to play a concert. Talk about performance
anxiety. What would someone who amost deified her because of something she
couldn’t control—her talent—expect from her in bed?

“But you do want me now?”’

“Right now?’ she asked with an embarrassing hitch in her voice.

“Yes, right now.”

“l1 always want you,” she admitted quietly. “From the very beginning I've wanted
you, even when | didn’t recognize what that feeling was.”

“But you recognize it now?’

“Yes.” And how. It was a screaming ache inside her. And he was offering to assuage
it. She could have cried with relief.

“And you are ready to act on those feelings?’

“Here? Now?’ Her voice had gone high with nerves, though to be honest—yes, and
YEs.

“Do you have other plans?’

“Tea?

He smiled, almost indulgently, though his demeanor was anything but. He looked like
an ancient warrior contemplating his next conquering. “I think tea can wait.”



She could do nothing but nod. Tea could wait. He could not. Her virginity would not.
She maintained a far#231;ade of semicam on the outside, but inside, she was
shaking.

He must have sensed it because he bent down and picked her up, one arm under her
legs and another behind her back. Just like always, she felt safe with him, even when
faced with the unknown. He turned and headed down the hall that led to the
bedrooms.

“l don’t want to get naked in a bed tons of other women have gotten sweaty in.” Not
only did her heart—which wasn’'t supposed to be engaged in this—rebel, but so did
her ick factor.

The last must be the only thing that registered with him because instead of getting all
worried that she was getting emotionally carried away, he laughed. “I change the
sheets or rather, my housekeeper does.”

“l don’t care. We can use aguest bed.”

“Actually, we cannot.”

She frowned up at him.

“When | bring them back to my penthouse, | don’'t take women to my bedroom, we
go into the guest room.”
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“Youdid?’
“Why do you think | wanted it so much?’

“Oh,” she said again, not having any other words. He pulled out slowly, abrading torn
tissues, but causing ajolt of pleasure to go through her all the same.

“Okay?’ he asked.
“Yes.” Maybe more than.

And then he was moving, swiveling his hips and hitting a spot inside her that sent jolt
after jolt of electric sensation through her body.

“So good,” she fairly groaned, though the soreness had not gone entirely. She felt a
muted spiral of pleasure and she wanted more but wasn't sure how to make it happen.

He sat back and tugged at her wrist until he had her own hand placed palm down on
her belly just below her belly button. He pulled until the tip of her middle finger just
brushed her clitoris.

She cried out at the surge of sensation that tiny touch caused.

“Keep it there,” he instructed and then he started moving again, faster this time. And
with every body-jarring thrust, her fingertip caressed her center of pleasure.

That muted spiral became a tornado and she felt orgasm claim her in shattering



convulsions.

Finaly, she went limp from the quakes and aftershocks and only then did she feel
him stiffen above her.

He yelled something in Greek as he climaxed, and then he looked down at her.
“ Amazing, yineka mou.”

She would have to ask him what yineka mou meant, but not right now. All she
wanted to do in this moment was bask.

He quirked a brow at her, his face reflecting satiated pleasure.

“Mind-blowing.”

His smile was as good as the kiss that came after it.

CHAPTER TEN

NEO lay next to Cassandra and watched her sleep. He had insisted she soak in a
mineral bath after their lovemaking, and then had tucked her into bed, where he had
served her alate supper instead of seducing her into round two as his body had urged
him to do. Now she dlept and he remained awake, shocked at his own behavior.

Since when did he pamper his sex partners, much less actually sleep with them?

He was not a selfish lover, but he shied away from any form of intimacy, spoiling
with anything but extravagant gifts included. This friends-with-benefits situation was

a dangerous thing, he realized.

Cassandra deserved a little coddling. No doubt about it. And perhaps that was al this



urge to pamper, coddle and care for was about. He saw a dearth in his precious
friend slife and was determined to fill it.

She'd received little enough of it in her life even though common sense might say she
should have gotten more than her share. But no one in the brilliant musician’s sphere
had seen the price she paid for her music as anything other than what had to be done.

Her mother had been an invalid, and yet rather than giving the small child Cassandra
had been extra love and attention to make up for that, she’d been thrown into aworld
of public performance that clearly terrified her. Worse, she'd been forced to stay
there.

Neo might have grown up on the streets, with a short stint in an orphanage, but he
knew that wasn't acceptable behavior for afamily. He could not regret her father was
dead, or Neo would be tempted to beat the man. Not that her manager was entirely
safe. The temptation to destroy the man was strong, but Neo would rather focus his
energies on helping Cassandra regain certain elementsto her life.

Like travel.
She had seemed so excited at the prospect of going to Dubai, and even Napa Valley
with him. He would never have thought she enjoyed travel so much, being as

connected as it wasto her public performing.

But apparently the incredibly talented pianist had found one thing to enjoy on her
concert tours. Experiencing new places.

He was determined she would know that joy again.

He would look at his schedule in the morning to see when they might plan the trip to
Napa Valley. It would have to be soon, because if he ended up going to Dubai, it



would be in the next month. And chances were good on that trip. He wanted to take
Cassandra. He wanted his new friend to experience al the delight life had to offer.

Including, but not limited to, devastating sex.

And maybe he would find her a new manager, one who saw Cassandra as a person,
not ameal ticket. Or at least was very good at pretending so.

Cass woke in a strange bed for the first time since her father died and she stopped
travelling for her music. It was a comfortable bed with soft sheets and duvet of
perfect weight. She could easily snuggle down and go back to sleep, a sense of
warmth and safety enveloping her.

Until her brain supplied just whose bed she had woken in.
Neo's!
She could still smell him on the sheets. That yummy aftershave he wore and a scent

she would forever associate with sex. She reached out, but found the sheets beside her
empty. They were still warm from another body, though. Neo had slept with her.
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Memories of strong arms holding her, a tender kiss on her lips and a whispered
“Good night, yineka mou” warmed her.

She could barely wrap her mind around the fact he had slept with her—all night long,
much less her lascivious memories of the night before.

Sitting up in the Ralph Lauren white T-shirt Neo had lent her to sleep in, she felt only
tiny twinges in muscles used so differently from her normal exercise regime. The
mineral bath had helped. A lot.

She bit her lip on the smile Neo's insistence she soak in the enhanced hot water
brought to her face. He'd been so sweet, but she intuited he would not thank her for

saying so.

He' d taken such good care of her, but what had really surprised her was him carrying
her to his bed after the bath. She’'d assumed that if she was staying over, she would
do so in the guest room. But that wasn’t what happened.

He' d brought her to his bed. Without the slightest hesitation or discussion.

And though she’ d never once slept in the same bed as another person, she had rested
deeply, waking only once in the wee hours of the night. Rather than being bothered
by the body wrapped so protectively around hers, she had reveled in the experience,
knowing it might not ever happen again.

She didn’t think Neo made a habit of sleeping with his mistresses. No doubt he'd
made an exception for her because it had been her first time.



He really was a nice man.

“What's put that smile on your face?’ the man himself asked from the doorway,
dressed immaculately and obviously ready for work.

“You,” she admitted.

His brows rose.

“Redly. You'reavery nice man, Neo Stamos, billionaire business mogul.”

He shook his head. “Don’t let my contractors hear you say that.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Dora has breakfast waiting for you when you are ready.” Cass looked around, but
did not seeaclock. “What timeisit?’

Neo flicked aglance at his watch. “ Seven-thirty.”

“You look ready to go to work.”

“l1 am. | woke late, but have a meeting | must attend.”

“Can | return to my house today?’ she asked, fearful of the answer. She couldn’t help
noticing, he had never mentioned Cole Geary calling the night before with the all
clear.

“Yes, of course. Cole s team finished the installations before dinnertime yesterday.”

“You didn’t say anything.”



He shrugged, but the skin over his sculpted cheekbones went a burnished hue. “I was
enjoying your company.”

“Ditto,” she hastened to assure him. “I certainly don’t mind, but it would be good to
get back to work on my composition.”

“Get done what needs doing by Friday.”

“There goes that bossy gene again.”

“Ahazard of spending your time around business moguls.”

“You think?’

“I know.”

“Just so you don’t expect to always get your way.”

“Just so you don’t expect me not to try.”

She laughed, feeling more free than she had since her initial decision to stop
performing. “What’ s happening on Friday?’

“We'reflying to Napa Valley after dinner and staying for the weekend.”
Shocked to her pink, bare toes, she jumped out of the bed. She hadn’t let herself hope
he meant it about travelling together, but hadn’t he told her at least once he did not

say things he didn’t mean? “Y ou’ re serious?”’

“I’ve instructed my pilot to book both takeoff and landing slots and Miss Parks to
rent a house for the weekend.”



“All since waking up?’

“| texted them both last night, after you fell asleep.”

“But it’ s such short notice.”

13 M onw_”

“Taks and the rest of the world listens.” She shook her head in disbelief. He gave her
so much and didn’t seem to even redlizeit. “ Y ou're amazing! Thank you!”

He accepted her enthusiastic hug without a glimmer of hesitation, but kept his kiss
swift. “I cannot afford to get sidetracked by your too-alluring lips this morning.”

“You find my lips aluring?’

“Most definitely.”

“Good to know.” She was feeling positively giddy and it showed in her voice.

“You think?’

“Sure, knowledge is power,” she said cheekily.

“So they say.” His eyes travelled down her T-shirt-clad body, the heat factor
increasing steadily until he gave her alook that singed her to her toes. “Know this, if

| did not have to attend this meeting, | would be taking you back to bed and touching
you until you screamed.”
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“Wow. Maybe we can try that scenario in Californiathis weekend.” Yes. Please.

“Consider it done.” He took a deep breath. “1 am leaving now. Do not be intimidated
by Dora. She is my housekeeper, therefore not a stranger.”

It said a lot about how much she trusted him and how comfortable she was in Neo's
home that his words actually settled inside her with truth. “Got it. Not a stranger.”

“Will you be okay with her driving you home?’
“Surely that’s not in her job description?’

He shrugged. “I thought you would be more comfortable with her than my usual
driver.”

“S0, you do use one.”
“When necessary, yes. | like driving though.”
“And you like being on time. Go.”

He shook his head and then grabbed her and placed a hard, lingering kiss on her lips.
Then he spun on his heel and |eft the bedroom.

She put her fingers over her lips. “Wow.” She spuninacircle. “ Just wow.”

Dora turned out to be a Greek woman in her mid-fifties with salt-and-pepper hair



worn in a neat bun. She had a kind smile and the apparent desire to feed the nations.
The breakfast she laid out for Cass was big enough to feed an army.

When she said so, the older woman grinned. “One day That One,” she said, tilting her
head toward the door as if Neo were still in the apartment, “will settle down and give
me some bebes to cook for.”

The image of little boys with green eyes and dark hair teasing a sister into eating her
dinner so they could all leave the table to play flashed through Cass's mind. It filled
her with a longing she thought she had long ago conquered. “He’ll make a wonderful
father.”

“Not that he knows it.” Dora rolled her eyes as she poured Cass a cup of aromatic
coffee. “Men!”

Cass laughed. “I don't have much experience with the species, except my manager.”
And Bob was less aman in her mind than the nagging voice of business.

Neo’'s bossiness didn't really bother her, but when Bob got overly demanding, she
felt borderline bullied. One thing was for sure, if he could have cgoled her into
returning to the stage, he would have done it. Goodness knew he kept trying.

He' d played every guilt card in the deck. At least twice.

“You are the pianist. Mr. Neo told me. | enjoy your music.”

“Thank you.”

“You will have to slow down when you have children. Two CDs ayear.” She shook
her head.



“1 doubt I'll ever have children, but | would not mind cutting back on my composing
for their sakeif | did.”

“Why should you not have children?’
“Some people never find that special person to spend their lives with. | wouldn’t wish
myself on a child as a single parent, either.” Not with her limitations. It wouldn’t be

fair to the child.

“So, you're a little shy. I've read your biography. Not everybody likes to be the
center of attention. You'll make awonderful mother. Y ou mark my words.”

Cassjust smiled, hiding how much she wished the other woman’s words weren't just
wise, but were prophetic. Only Cass knew how impossible such dreams were in her
life. “Neo said you would drive me home this morning.”

“Yes. He did not think you would like going with his driver, or so he said.”

“That’ sright. Strangers can intimidate me.”

“Yes, I'm sure. It has nothing to do with the fact his driver is a very attractive young
man. No. Of course not.”

Cass was startled into laughter. “1 do not think Neo is the jealous type.”

Dora made a noncommittal noise and then told Cass to eat her breakfast.

Cole Geary was waiting for Cass when she arrived at her house.

She was amused to discover that Dora had no intention of leaving Cass alone with a
man. The older woman'’s traditional values were showing. Cass was only surprised



Dora didn’'t seem to think less of her for so obviously spending the night with her
employer.

Cole walked Cass through all the changes, which were pretty unobtrusive. Getting
used to the alarm system was going to be the hardest part.

“Strange to look out through a window and realize the glass wouldn’'t shatter if a
neighbor kid hit aball at it.”

“You get used to it,” Cole said.

Dora nodded. “Mr. Neo's got a glass partition around his balcony that’s supposed to
stop bullets. It’'s got to be cleaned just like any window.”

“It’s top-quality shatterproof material.” Cole sounded proud of that fact. “The same
stuff they used during the president’ s acceptance speech.”

“He takes his safety serioudly,” Cass remarked.
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“He hasto.”

Cass felt an internal shudder at that reminder. “Sometimes, | forget he's such a
successful tycoon.”

Colelooked at her like she’'d lost her mind, but Dora’' s smile was clearly approving.

Once they’ d finished the tour of the new security measures and programmed her palm
print into the biometric locks, Cass offered the other two coffee. Cole declined due to
another appointment. Dora accepted, offering to make the coffee while Cass changed

into fresh clothes for the day.

As Cass was dressing for the second time that morning, it occurred to her she may
well have made a second friend.

The phone rang that night just as Cass was getting ready for bed. It was Neo.
“Dorasaid Cole walked you through the changes.”

“Yes. They're better than | expected. They even painted al my window trims the
same color they were. Y ou can barely tell the difference.”

“1 told you.”
“It'snot niceto rub it in when you are right, Neo.”

“Y ou did not mind me being right about how good intimacy between us would be.”



She choked out alaugh. “ Jerk.”

“Seriously? You just called the great Neo Stamos a jerk?”’

“| was teasing, oh, Mr. Greatness.”

His laughter was rich and warm.

“Were you late for your meeting this morning?’

“Naturally not.” He paused. “But | did not have time to do my usual preparations.”

“I"'m sorry.”

“Y ou do not sound so0.”

“What do you expect? | impacted the great Neo Stamos's schedule. That's pretty
impressive.”

“Proud of yourself, are you?’

“ Absolutely.”

“| feel the same.”

“You do?

“Y ou can ask that after the honor you did me last night?’

“Was it such an honor?’



“Very much so.”

“So, um...you haven't had alot of experience, with virgins | mean.”

“No, but more importantly, | have never made love to a woman who touched me like
you do.”

“1 don’t know how to touch you,” she wailed, admitting one of her fears. She' d spent
the day reliving the night before and one thing had become glaringly obvious; she had

been the recipient, not the giver. She was going to have to do some research.

“1 was not talking about the physical, but trust me when | tell you there is nothing to
fear there.”

“1 do trust you.”

“1 know. You are flying to Napa Valley with me.”

“You sound like I’'m doing you a favor and we both know the opposite is true.” For
the first timein years, Cass felt like she was truly living, not just existing through her
music.

“Every time you give me your time it is something to appreciate.”

“Your brain doesn’'t work like other men.”

“You arejust now realizing this?’

She laughed. “Don’'t be annoying.”

“But | am good at it. Ask anyone.”



“l don't believe it. Demanding. Commanding. Brilliant even. But not regularly
annoying.”

“Perhaps it isatalent that only comes out with you.”

“It doesthat. | still can’'t believe you kidnapped me from my house yesterday.”

“Do you regret it?’

“Not even alittle.”

“Good.”

“Will you still be here for your piano lesson next week?’ she asked. “Yes.”

“1 promise not to waste time on pleasantries,” she teased.

“| do not.”

11 N O?’

“No. | find it very pleasant to kiss you.”

“1f you expect kisses and...other stuff...you had better schedule extra time because |
expect you to learn more chords.”

“You are adavedriver.”

“1’ve heard that one before and I’ ll tell you what I’ ve told my other students.”

“That is?’



“Y ou bought lessons to learn to play the piano, not sit and stare at it.”

“Technicaly, | did not buy the lessons at all.”

He had a point, but she wasn’t foolish enough to acknowledge it. “Zephyr would not
be happy to hear hislessons were being wasted.”

Neo said something in Greek and she laughed.

“1 get the feeling | don’t want to know what you just said.”

“Certainly | do not want to tell you.”

“Embarrassing much?’

“Perhaps a bit. You can take the boy out of the streets, but not the streets out of the

boy.

“l don't believe that. You've come too far from your origins to see yourself as a
homeless urchin in any way.”

“1 do not forget my beginning. It drives me to achieve more in the present.”
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“Will it ever be enough? The success you' ve achieved?’

“Funny, Zee asked the same thing recently.” The bantering humor had dissolved from
his voice to be replaced by something that almost sounded like melancholy.

“What did you tell him?’

“That he was just like me.”
“Which is not an answer at all.”
“I do not know.”

She knew Neo did not mean he didn’t know what he had said, but rather that he did
not know if his success would ever be enough.

“I"m sorry.”
“Now, you sound like you mean it.”

“Y ou should be happy with what you have done with your life, proud of yourself, but
you're still striving to prove something to yourself.”

“1t is not something | think about.”

“Maybe you should.”



“Perhaps, but right now, | am too busy thinking how | am going to schedule enough
time to have both you and my lesson next week.”

“Focus on clearing your schedule for the weekend. That comes first.” And he'd
probably get enough of her he wouldn’t feel the need to do more than study piano the
following Tuesday.

Neo called the next morning to remind her to turn off her alarm system before
stepping outside. He called again after lunch to ask how her current composition was

going. She told him if she got it done, she would play it for him over the weekend.

She wasn't at al surprised when the phone that never rang did for the third time as
she started making preparations for a solitary meal.

“Hello, Neo.”

“How did you know it was me?’

“No one else calls me, except my manager and people from my CD label. None of
them ever calls after five p.m. | guess they don’t keep your kind of hours.”

“Speaking of work hours, my teleconference call for this evening got rescheduled.
Would you like adinner guest?’

“Hasn’'t your housekeeper already prepared your dinner?’
“Whatever Dora made will keep.”
“Wouldn't you rather eat out?’ she asked and then wanted to smack herself for the

defeatist behavior. He was already aware of her shortcomings; she didn’'t need to
outline them in stark relief.



“1 would rather share this time with you.”

Oh, darn. Could he get any more perfect? That feeling of love she was so sure
couldn’t bereal so soon only got stronger. “Then by all means, come over.”

“I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

“I’ll see you then.”

He was as good as his word, ringing the bell exactly twenty-nine minutes | ater.

“1t smells good,” he said appreciatively as he followed her into the kitchen.

“1t’ s just pasta and chicken.” She picked up the serving dish and headed to the dining
room, but didn’t stop at the table. “It's such a nice night; | thought we could eat on
the back patio. There are no shatterproof clear barriers, but | think we'll survive one
night.”

He chuckled. “Don’t let my bodyguards hear you say that.”

“Heaven forefend.”

“Just so.”

“S0, tell me about the project in Dubai,” she said as they took turns serving each
other.

She put pasta on his plate while he served her vegetables. It was all very smooth and
domestic, asif they’ d been sharing meals like this for years.

He told her about Dubai, enthralling her with his vision for the complex he and his



investors were building. “I1t sounds amazing.”

“That’ s the hope.”

“You'rearea visionary, aren’t you?”’

“You have to see what can be, not what is, if you want to reach the top.” He made it
sound like no big thing, but in fact, it was.

“You don't limit yourself by what others are doing.” And she really, redlly liked that
about him.

“Zephyr and | made a name for ourselves thinking outside the box, pulling together
projects no one else would have considered.”

“That’s how | see music, as too dynamic to fit inside some preconceived set of
parameters.” Sometimes, that garnered her praise and others, harsh criticism.

“No doubt that iswhy | enjoy your music so much.”

Now that was so worth any number of comments from petty critics. “Thank you.”

“1 don’t imagine your father encouraged you to stray from playing the classics.”

“No.” He hadn’t encouraged the composing, either. He believed it diluted her focus.
If only he had understood; after a while, making the music was al that kept her

going.

“S0, how did you get into New Age composition?’

“1 heard a George Winston CD when | was a young teen, | was hooked. His music



had alot in common with the classical composers, but he took it a new direction and |
knew that was something | wanted to do.” And no matter how many fights it had
caused between her and her dad, she had refused to give that creativity up.
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“And the rest of us benefitted.”

She smiled, warmth suffusing her. “I only wish | had a voice like Enya to add to my
piano.”

“Your piano doesn’t need it.”

“You d better watch yourself. I’m likely to get addicted to compliments like those.”
“That isaproblem?’

“Only for me,” she admitted.

“It isno problem so long as | am around to supply them.”

“Right.” But how long could she reasonably expect that to be?

CHAPTER ELEVEN

AFTER dinner and another lavish compliment about her talents, this one directed at
her cooking accompanied by a promise to return the favor, they migrated to the music
room. Neo was the only billionaire tycoon she could imagine making a promise of
dinner and meaning he intended to cook, not having it catered.

He ran his hand along the Fazioli’s glossy top. “Play for me?’ The request really

pleased her, showing that he wasn't afraid of invading her personal space like he had
invited her into his.



She dlid onto the bench, letting her fingers play gently across the keys as she always
did when she sat down at a piano. “With pleasure.”

He turned to face her, his expression as serious as she'd ever seeniit. “Isit?’

He couldn’t know how much that question meant to her. “It is. | want to play for

you.

“Do | haveto sit in that chair over there?’

“Not if you don’t want to,” she said uncertainly. Did he want to stand?

Her unspoken question was answered when he joined her on the piano bench, filling
her space in away nothing had in her life except the music.

“Don’t hold any mistakes against me. | find your nearness distracting,” she admitted
with asmile.

“Then we are even.”

“| distract you?’

“Near, or far. Yes, you do.” He sounded bemused by that fact.

She didn’t reply to what was a pretty shocking revelation to her as well. Instead, she
started to play. It was a 1940s big band piece that sounded romantic on the piano. At

least she thought so.

He listened in silence with a faint smile on his face for a minute before saying, “I like
this, but | don’t recognizeit.”



“1t was popular in the forties.”

“Areyou serious?’

11 Y%."

“Maybe | should expand my musical horizons.”

“1’m aways for opening yourself to new styles of music, or new to you anyway.”

“You do know that | wouldn’t be aware of any mistakes you might make?’

She grinned up at him as her fingers moved over the keyboard in a well-memorized
pattern. “Maybe that’swhy | played it.”

“Maybeit’stime | upped the stakes.”

Before she could ask what he meant, his strong arm snaked around her waist and his
thumb began to play a matching beat to the piano music against her stomach.

Her fingers fumbled on the keyboard like they hadn’'t done since she was a small
child. “ That’s upping the stakes all right.”

“Do you want me to stop?”’

“Not at all.” She could play her music in her slegp. His nearness wasn't going to get
the best of her.

She concentrated on the song and tried to ignore the movements of his hand, but
when a gentle kiss landed on her temple, she froze. “I thought you wanted me to play
for you.”



“So did I, but | have discovered there are other things | want even more.”

“What things?’

“This.” He tipped her head up and kissed her, his lips molding hers with definite
intent.

“Oh,” she breathed against his mouth.

That was all she got out before he deepened the kiss. They were upstairs and she was
only marginally aware of how they’d gotten there. She had a vague sense that she'd
been carried, but she was too busy touching him and reveling in his touches to think
much about it.

“l wasn't going to do this,” he said when he had her naked beneath him.

“Why not?’

“Y ou need time to recover from last night.”

“| feel fine.” She had afew twinges of soreness, but not anything near enough to stop
her from pursuing pleasure like she’ d experienced the night before.

But the pleasure wasn't like it had been the night before, it was bigger. She screamed
his name when she climaxed and again moments later when he drew a second orgasm

from her oversensitized body as he found his own compl etion.

Then he held her, helping her to come down from feelings so intense her body shook
uncontrollably in the aftermath.

“If you ever get tired of being a big-shot tycoon, you've got another career as a



gigolo waiting for you.”
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He laughed, the sound large in her usualy silent bedroom. “I’ll stick with unpaid
pleasure, thank you.”

“I'mglad. | don’t think | could afford you.”

“Youareanut.”

“So I’'ve been told,” she said more soberly than she meant to.

“That isnot what | meant. | do not think you are crazy.”

Not yet anyway, but it always came. Sooner or later. That lack of comprehension
when she could not make herself do something “normal” people took for granted.
Regardless of what the future might hold, she was grateful for his attitude in the
present.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

She grinned and shook her head. “Oh, | think that particular commodity is entirely
mutual.”

1] Y$.”

“Serioudly. If | had known sex was this wonderful, | would have taken up with one of
the groupies that showed interest,” she joked, only half-kidding.



“It would not have been like this.”

“Because none of them were the great Neo Stamos?’

“Because no one has ever given me anything approaching the pleasure | find with
you. What we have here, Cassandra, it is very special.”

She could think of nothing to say in response to those words that would not reveal the
depth of her feeling, so she remained mute, but placed a tender kiss filled with the
love she could not give voice onto his shoulder.

He smiled and returned the kiss, on her mouth. “I should not spend the night.”
“Why?’

He sighed. “I haveto be at the office at six am. for a phone call.”

“Why so early?’

“Time differences.”

“1 understand. You could leave early,” she suggested tentatively, unsure if she was
reading his desire to stay right, or not.

“If you don’t mind me possibly waking you when | get up to go?’

“I don’t mind.” And if her agreement was offered with the speed of light, who could
criticize?

“Then | can sleep here. Thank you.”



She was just very happy he wanted to stay. She'd only spent one night in his arms,
but knew it was fast becoming one of her favorite things. Maybe even a necessity. It
was the first time anyone had ever stayed overnight, and rather than make her feel
anxious it made her feel excited.

Neo didn't wake her getting out of bed. In fact, she barely woke when he kissed her
goodbye and warned her he would be resetting the alarm.

He followed the pattern of the day before, calling her at random intervals to ask this
or tell her that. At one point, she teased him, “Why don’'t you just admit you called to
hear my voice?’

“Andif | did?’

“1"d be even more melted than | already am.”

“Then | had better not admit it.”

Did that mean he really did just call to hear her talk? She knew she loved listening to
hisvoice. Adored it, really.

The trip to Napa Valley was incredible. The rental house Miss Parks found for them
was nicer than Cass's own house, with a truly decadent master suite complete with
two-person Jacuzzi. The sunken living room was a romantic paradise and Neo took
full advantage of the option for candlelight and low-heat gas fireplace.

Cass discovered that flying on a personal jet did not trigger any of her agoraphobic
fears. She also discovered that lovemaking was as much fun in the living room as the
bedroom and up against a wall as on the bed. She seduced Neo in the pool, but
decided after nearly drowning that the Jacuzzi might be the better option.



She dept the entire flight home. Neo worked.

Over the following days, Neo showed no signs of getting bored with her, or frustrated
by her limitations. He continued to call her randomly throughout the day and came
over or cgoled her into coming to his penthouse almost nightly. She loved swimming
in the pool, so she didn’t mind at all. He requested that she use the suit she had the
first time and kept it in his private changing room so no one else could. In the event
Zephyr had guests. Neo wasn’'t seeing anyone else.

S0, a couple of weeks later, when he suggested she try hypnotherapy as they lay in
bed together after making love, she didn’t automatically assume he was like everyone
else. Trying to fix her because she was not good enough the way she was.

“Bob suggested that a couple of years ago, but | wasn’t willing to consider it because
| knew he just wanted me to get well enough to perform publicly.”

“1 do not care if you ever perform for an audience. If you wanted it, | would do all in
my power to help you achieve it, but you don’t. However, | know you feel the pain of
the limits your fears put on your life.”

“1 would like to go out to a restaurant with you without breaking into a sweat over it,
or hyperventilating if someone recognizes me.” She’ d done well at the wine-tasting in
Napa Valley and they’d eaten out there as well, at a quiet, intimate restaurant where
no one but the waitstaff would have considered speaking to her.
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She knew she’'d been able to enjoy those things because she’d been with Neo. Not
only did his presence give her the courage to try new things, but he adroitly ran
interference between her and others. And he never took her anywhere overly
crowded, or that made her get that sick feeling she might not be able to get out.

He was so careful of her and with her. She felt cherished.

“1, too, would enjoy this.” But he said it with his arms wrapped firmly around her and
she didn’t take that to mean he was getting sick of eating in with her.

“Did you have someone in mind?’

“Of course.”

She laughed and traced a shape over his chest, only realizing it was a heart when she
finished. He didn’'t seem to notice. “Of course. You never offer a suggestion without

afull plan behind it.”

“Her name is Lark Corazon and she has had marked success treating agoraphobia and
other phobias.”

“You've met her?’
He shrugged.

Cass leaned up to look down at him. “You did. You met with her. What was she
like?’



“A normal person.”

“No crystal balls or colorful silks hanging from the ceiling.”

“1 think you’ re confusing a hypnotherapist with afortune teller.”

“Maybe. I'm willing to meet her.” But only because it was Neo making the
suggestion. She trusted him like she had never trusted anyone.

He gave her that ook of approval she'd become fully addicted to. “1 knew you would
be. We have an appointment with her tomorrow.”

1 We?l

“Y ou do not think | would make you go aone, do you?’

She snuggled into him. “Y ou’ re too good to me, Neo.”

“What are friends for?’

“I don’t know. I’ ve never had one like you.”

“Ditto.”

“Hypnotismiis...I don’t know.”

“Different?”’

13 YeS_”

“And alittle scary,” he suggested.



“I’'m afraid of enough in my life.” She didn’t want to be afraid of this, too.

“But the idea of being hypnotized is overwhelming.”

“Yes.

“Do you want me to stay through the session?’

“Would you?’

“Yes.

And he did, sitting in the corner, a solid presence that made her feel safe enough to
answer al the hypnotherapist’s questions honestly and then relax as much as she was
capable during the hypnotherapy.

A month later, Cass and Neo shared a table at the restaurant at the top of the Space
Needle. She had always wanted to come, but had not been able to dea with the
thought of the crowds, much less being trapped in a restaurant that could only be
reached or exited viaavery long elevator ride.

Happiness bubbled inside her like delicious French champagne. The real thing.

“Lark says there is so much trauma mixed in with my public performing, it could be
months or years before it’s completely redirected.”

“That isall right. Performing is not something you ever have to do again.”
Cass's joy just increased with Neo's words. It was official, she was hopelessly,

irrevocably in love with the billionaire Greek tycoon. Her Chinese scholar pen pal
agreed, as did several of her online friends. The only one who didn't know and



probably wouldn’t agree was Neo himself.

She didn’t let that thought hamper her current pleasure. “1 know, but | love being able
to do this.”

“Itisajoy to see you so happy.”

She laughed. “You convinced me that you would never have grown tired of our
friendship regardless of my limitations. Y ou don’t know how special that is.”

“What was to grow tired of ? We went piano shopping. And to Napa Valley.”

“Yes, wedid.” And he was taking her to Dubai for the grand opening of his complex.
His contractor had come through and Neo had told Cass he wanted to wait to go until
she could go with him...comfortably.

Was it any wonder hope that he might feel something for her besides friendship
sprang eternal in her heart. Some days, she was even convinced he would welcome
her words of love, but she always chickened out at the last minute.

“And now you will accompany meto that charity event,” he said.

“Tell me again why you are going to a five-hundred-dollar-a-plate dinner to raise
money for pet neutering? Y ou don’t even have adog.”

“And | don’t plan on getting one, but lots of business gets done at dinnerslike this.”

“Just like the golf course.”

“A tedious game, but one in which | am more than proficient.”



She shook her head. “ Anything for business, hmm?”’

“Perhaps that is why your friendship is so special to me. It is for me and me alone.
Not the business. Not the next deal .”
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His words warmed her even as they gave her heart atwinge.

She wanted so much more than friendship with benefits and sometimes she thought
he did, too, but then he reiterated his stance on their relationship. And as wonderful as
she found his friendship, it hurt to know one day he would fall for another woman

and she would be relegated to the fringes of hislife.

That night, she decided to expand her lovemaking repertoire and when her mouth first
touched his hardness, his body jerked in shock.

“What are you doing?’
“I believeit isreferred to as—"

His laughter was choked. “I know what it is, you imp,” he interrupted. “I am
surprised you have decided to offer this gift to me.”

“Why?" She licked along the length of his shaft, thoroughly enjoying the flavor of his
skin. “1’ve been wanting to for awhile.”

“Why wait?’
“l was afraid of messing it up.”
“Trust me, thereis no messing up.”

“Oh, I’'m pretty sure thereis. | read up on it and I’ ve got it on good authority that a



lack of care with my teeth would be a bad, bad, bad thing.”

“Thereisthat.” For once, he was the breathless one.

She took the flared head of his erection in her mouth and swirled her tongue around
it. He tasted sweet and she liked it.

“Y ou taste good.”

She closed her mouth over his throbbing flesh and sucked hard.

He shouted, canting his hips upward.

She’'d been prepared for this reaction, her hand wrapped firmly around his big
erection. It stopped him from thrusting too far into her mouth, but she loved this

proof of how much he enjoyed what she was doing.

He'd used his mouth on her many times sending her into spasms of pleasure that
seemed to last forever. She wanted to do the same for him.

She'd read about not letting him climax right away and intensifying the effect, so that
was what she did.

She was unprepared for him grabbing her and dragging her up his body even as he
flipped them, and then thrust into her. He stopped a moment later and swore. “| forgot
the condom.”

“I"ve been on birth control for several weeks.”

“You did not tell me.”



“It isn’t something you discuss over dinner.”

“It is something you mention to your partner before he has a heart attack making love
to you without protection.”

“1 did tell you.”

He shook his head, but resumed moving, taking them both over the pinnacle more
quickly than she would have thought possible.

Afterward, she curled up into his side like she aways did and faded into Sleep, a
proud little smile curling her lips.

Neo sat with Zephyr on the side of the pool after swimming laps with his business
partner. They hadn’t used the pool at the same time in months.

“How are things between you and Cass?’ Zephyr asked. “I noticed you're still taking
piano lessons.”

“Yes.” Though he spent as many lessons in her bed as he did on the piano bench.
He'd made it apersonal competition to see how often he could sidetrack Teacher.

“Isit serious between you?’

“Serious? We are friends.”

“Who dleep together almost every night.”

“How do you know this?’

“Please, I’'m not blind.”



He shrugged and repeated, “ Sheis my friend.”

“Friends with benefits?”

“That’swhat she callsit.”

“S0, you wouldn’'t mind if she shared similar benefits with other friends.”

“She does not have other friends she sees in person.” But now that she was
overcoming her agoraphobia, that would change, a voice taunted in his brain.

“You haven't hooked up with anyone else since you met her.”

“1 grew tired of the one-night stands.”

“But you don’t want anything more than friends with benefits with Cass?’

“What elseisthere?

“Marriage. Babies.”

“Have you lost your mind?’ he asked his friend. “1 do not have time for a wife and

children. | barely have time for Cassandra. Besides, things are fine just the way they

are.”

“Arethey?’

“l don’t want anything else.”

“You’'re sure about that?’



“Absolutely.”

“That’sgood | guess.”

That response shocked Neo. He' d been prepared for Lecture 101 on the benefits of
married life and family. Not that Zephyr would ever succumb to the institution.
“Why?’

“Because Cass apparently decided to go swimming and | think she overheard pretty
much everything we just said. | can’'t be sure, but the way she rushed out of here
looking stricken spoke for itself, | think.”
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Neo surged to hisfeet. “Why didn’t you say anything?’

“l didn’t know she was there until too late, but hey. It wasn't like you said anything
she didn’t already know, right?’

No, but that didn’t matter. “Y ou said she looked stricken.”
“Ohi, I’'m not sure the whole friends-with-benefits thing is still working for her.”
“Y ou were meddling,” Neo accused.

Zephyr gave him an innocent look he didn’t believe for a minute. “1 was just talking
toyou.”

“Poking and prodding things best |eft alone.”

“Maybe Cass didn’t want them left alone.”

“Maybe you should have minded your own damn business.”
“Maybe instead of yelling at me, you should go fix this.”
“And how am | to do that?’

“Start by getting your head out of your ass and go from there.”

Neo barely restrained from punching his best friend right in the face. But damn it,



Zee wasn't the one he was angry at. It was himself.

He'd spent so many years eschewing love that when it found its way into his life,
he'd done everything but stand on his head to pretend it wasn’t there. He'd denied
any deeper feelings, denied the resurfaced yearnings he'd hadn’t allowed through
time since he was too young to know better. Yearning for love. For a family. For
what others had and he had never known.

Neither had Cassandra, not really. Her life had been aimost as barren as his own and
gtill, he had withheld his emotions from her. Why?

He was ashamed to admit it was because of fear. He, Neo Stamos, billionaire and al-
around powerful guy, was terrified of not being worthy of his precious pianist’s heart.

Just as he had somehow not been worthy of his parents' love. Only wasn't that the
thinking of his bruised child’s heart? Didn’t he redlize as an adult, a rational thinker,
that surely it was his parents’ deficiency—not his—that accounted for the lack of
lovein hislife.

And didn’'t he owe Cassandra something more than the residue of a painful childhood
he' d left behind him long ago?

Silent tears rushed down Cass's cheeks as she let herself into her house. She was
furious with herself for crying, but couldn’t stop the emotional onslaught.

She knew Neo didn't want her for anything but sex and friendship, only she hadn’t
been able to help herself from hoping. She'd gone floating along in this little bubble
of fantasy that their circumstances did nothing to pop.

He spent his off time with her. All of it. He called her several times a day just to talk.
He was till learning to play the piano, though goodness knew he spent as much



lesson time teaching her pleasure as she did teaching him music. They made love and
spent the night together almost every day.

But the reality was, for him that was just friendship. Nothing more.

The problem was, she loved him and that love was burning a hole in her heart from
staying hidden.

She wanted to get married. She wanted to have his babies and work with Dora to feed
him healthy meals, but remind him that food wasn't just fuel. It could be enjoyed.

Cass wanted so much she knew she could never have. As far as she’d come with her
issues, she was no match for a billionaire tycoon that could have any woman he
wanted. And should have one that could offer unrestrained ability to couple him to
business dinners and parties, not be limited to an event or two every couple of weeks.

Even able to go in crowded public places, Cass was still horrifically shy and had a
hard time putting herself out there for others to get to know. Neo acted like he didn’t
mind, but that was because they were just friends. Anything more would be
unthinkable.

She shied away from the music room and her bedroom was not where she wanted to
be right now, either.

She stood in the hall and looked around her and wondered for the first time what she
was doing living in her parents' house. It wasn't as if the memories of them all living
here together were so good for her.

And yet she clung to the house as a link to the only people who had loved her, if only
alittle.



Neo found Cassandra in her small study when he finally reached her house. Red-
rimmed eyes testified to the tears she had shed and his heart caught.

But far more alarming was what was on her computer screen. “You are looking to
move?”’

“Why not? There is nothing holding me here.”

Paralyzed by unexpected pain, for amoment Neo could not breathe. “1 am here.”

She gave him a measuring look. “For how long?’

“What do you mean?’

“You'll eventually tire of our benefits and start dating other women again.”
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No way in hell, but he wasn't ready to say that. He was still grappling with the
feelings he'd forced himself to acknowledge. Like the debilitating fear the thought of
losing her caused. “We would still be friends.”
“No.”
“No?’ Sharp pain lanced through him.
“Maybe. | don’t know. Y ou’ ve done so much for me. Y ou’re the best friend I’ ve ever
had. You've been better to me than anyone in my life, including my parents. |
wouldn’t just ditch your friendship, but | don’t know if | could handle watching you
with other women.” The pain in her voice nearly brought him to his knees.
It was unthinkable. “1 would not ask you to.”

She just gave him alook.

“Do you want more?’ he asked her, marshalling his thoughts and arguments so he did
not lose the most important person in hislife.

“What difference would it makeif | did? You don’t. Y ou made that clear enough.”
“Maybe | was wrong.”
“The things | want need something alot stronger than maybe.”

“What islove?”’



Cass stared at Neo in shock. “What do you mean? Y ou know what loveis.”

“No, in fact, | do not.”

“But...”

“| have never been in love and no one has ever loved me.”

“Zephyr loves you like a brother.”

“1 have no desire to marry Zephyr.”

“You don’'t want to marry me, either.”

“l was wrong.”

“What?’

“1 do want to marry you. | want everything, but | did not feel | had the right to ask for
it.”

She started to cry again and swiped at her cheeks. “Why would you say that?’

“1 understand business, but relationships are something else entirely.”

“You have been so good to me | don’t know how you could question your ability to
maintain arelationship.”

“Do you think | have been good to you?’

“Y%! ”



“Good.” He looked relieved. Asif there could be any doubt. “That is good.”

“Neo, even though we are just friends, you treat me like a princess. Y ou would make
an amazing husband and father.”

“We are not just friends,” he said in avoice like shattered glass.

“We aren't?” Oh, please, please convince her.

“No.”

“What are we then?’

“Everything. You are my everything and that iswhat | wish to be to you.”

“You dready are.” She walked forward and reached up to put both her hands on
either side of his handsome face. “How could you not know that? Neo, you are
everything | have ever wanted, or ever could want. | love you, with everything that |
arT]_”

He pulled her close, tilting his head until their eyes had no choice but to lock gazes.
“1 love you. | have never said that to another person, but | will never stop saying it to
you. | was afraid.”

“Afraid of what?’

“Not being worthy of your love.”

She didn’'t ask him how he could think that. His formative years explained it all.
“Y our parents didn’t deserve you, not the other way around.”



“Intellectually, | know this.”

“I’m going to make sure you realize it deep in your heart as well. | love you, Neo, so
much.”

“1 adore you, yineka mou, and | always will.”

“Even with the hypnotherapy, I'll probably always be shy. | won't ever be a big
society hostess.”

“It does not matter. | do not want a big society hostess. | want you. And | want a
wife...a woman who will maybe one day help me make a family different than the
ones either of us knew growing up.”

Oh, yes. “I can’t imagine anything better.”

“Neither can1.”

Then he kissed her, or she kissed him...she really wasn't sure how their lips met, but
meet they did and it was the most profound kiss in the history of kisses. It spoke of
true love, and deep need and hopes and dreams deferred and almost lost, but found
again leading to joy unimaginable.

Shewasin hislap when their lips finally parted. “What is yineka mou?’

“My woman, my wife.”

She pressed their foreheads together, her fears laid completely to rest. “Oh, Neo.

There really was never any doubt, was there?” He'd been calling her his for a very
long time.



“No, my very precious woman, there never was. | just had to face a truth that scared
the hell out of me. There was someone in this world more important to me than my
business, or anything or anyone else.”

“It isthe same for me.”

“1 know and I’'m so glad.”

“Me, too.”
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“ Athens for our honeymoon?’ he asked.

“Definitely. We can start working on some of those bebes Dora is so sure we are
going to have.”

“That is one scary smart woman.” Neo’s laughter filled Cass s world just like the rest
of him,

Neither of them had much experience with love, but they would make up for lack of
guantity with the quality of their love. They would never take it for granted as others

might.

They were truly everything to each other.



