Celia bit her lip.  She felt naked in the tight, flesh-toned dress, too made-up with the cosmetics that had spent more time in her drawer lately than on her face.  She was very aware of her bare thighs, of her exposed arms and cleavage.  Though the air-conditioning hummed, she felt warm with embarrassment.

Heads turned appropriately as she sauntered through the dim interior and took a direct path to the bar.  She didn’t want to look too closely, but she was sure Mr. Jacobs, the slime, was here.  She had his description and knew this was his prime picking ground.  This was where he chose the women.  Hopefully, he’d choose her as well.

Slowly sliding onto a bar stool, she worked to gain his attention.  Her heart pattered rapidly.  Though she couldn’t deny the underlying fear she felt, she also relished the excitement, the anticipation…the end satisfaction.  It had been laughably easy to leave her old proper life behind, though her relatives were still having a hard time accepting it.  They expected her to show up at the company office any day, dressed in a business suit, hair neatly tucked away in a functional, professional style, begging for her old job back.  Ha.

It didn’t matter that no one thought she could do this.  All she had to do was prove to herself that she was capable, that she wasn’t too pristine or squeamish to see the job through.  That she could make a difference in some other woman’s life.  She’d do that tonight.

It was a nice enough bar, she thought, smiling at the bartender as he took her order.  They made idle small talk, and she slipped in the fact that she was a woman alone, new to town, without relatives or friends in the area.  He lingered, subtly, politely, asking her more questions.  How long would she be in town, did she have a job.  He cautioned her to be careful, and she almost laughed.  He worked with Jacobs, she was sure of it.

Sipping at the drink she didn’t really want, she watched him walk away.  Cool air from a ceiling fan brushed her bare thigh where her dress had parted at the side slit.  Ever since they’d locked her fiancé away for crimes too horrific to think about, she’d done all she could to forget her carnal appetites, to deny an overly sensual nature.  Yet here she was, prepared to do her damnedest to get a man’s attention by using her body.

Surreptitiously, she glanced down the length of the bar to the small round table located there, situated in the far shadows.  The man occupying the table, blond and very good-looking, perfectly matched the description she had been given.  It was easy to recognize Jacobs; he had the same classic, refined, golden-boy appearance as her ex-fiancé, a look she now recognized as slick and phoney.

It took all her control to keep from reacting as he surveyed her through narrow, contemplative eyes.  His gaze skimmed over her from her loose tousled hair down to her high-heeled sandals.  Not wanting to be too obvious, to look too anxious, she turned her head away and flipped her hair over her mostly bare shoulder.

Seconds later her pulse jumped, then raced wildly as she sensed the approach of a man.  She didn’t turn to look but she could feel the tingling awareness of him, could detect his male scent, not in the least subtle.  Yes!  He was going to take the bait.  Her palms began to sweat in nervousness but she ignored it.  She felt him brush against her while taking his own stool, and that brief touch felt electric, making her jump in surprise.  She struggled to moderate her accelerated breathing.  He was looking at her; she felt the burning heat of his gaze as strongly as a firm stroke of flesh on flesh.

Mentally rehearsing the speech she’d prepared, she turned to face him, her smile planted as she leaned slightly forward to display as much cleavage as possible, given her small size.  Her gaze slowly lifted, met his, and she froze in horror.  “Oh no.”

“Hello, Celia.”  The low, barely audible words were said in a familiar growl through clenched, white teeth.

“Oh no.”

His smile wasn’t a nice thing and sent gooseflesh racing up and down her spine.  His eyes locked onto hers, refusing to let her look away, and his lips barely moved when he spoke.  “Close your mouth, honey, or you’re going to blow your own cover.  And I don’t feel like fighting my way out of here tonight.  But then again, seeing you in that dress, a fight might be just what I need.”

She snapped her mouth shut, but it wasn’t easy.  The eyes looking at her weren’t blue, weren’t admiring, and didn’t belong to the man she was investigating, the man still sitting a good distance away, now watching curiously.  These eyes were too familiar, a cold, hard black, and at that moment they reflected undiluted masculine fury.

Her heart raced even faster, urged on by new emotions, new sensations.  She felt nearly faint, and collected her thoughts with an effort.

Forcing a shaky smile that actually hurt, Celia whispered, “Just what are you doing here, Alec?”  She tried to make it look as if they were merely conversing, getting to know each other.  She needed to maintain her camouflage, damn him, and Alec knew it.

Rather than offer an answer, he tossed back a handful of peanuts from the bar and watched her.  His black hair—taken to curling toward the ends—hung loose tonight to tough his wide shoulders and reflected the glimmer of colored bar lights.  Those same lights shone brightly in his narrowed eyes, eyes that made many a man backup in nervousness without a single word being spoken.  His sharply cut, ruthless features seemed etched in stone, accurately reflecting his mood.  He even smelled of danger…

