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  Chapter One


  That, I think, was one hell of a party.


  I am standing with my back to the Pacific as I watch the efficient crew break down the lovely white tents. The leftover food has already been packed away. The trash has been discarded. The band left hours ago, and the last of the guests have already departed.


  Even the paparazzi who had camped out on the beach hoping to snag a few choice pictures of my best friend Nikki Fairchild’s wedding to multi-bazillionaire and former tennis star Damien Stark are long gone.


  I sigh and tell myself that this vague emptiness I’m feeling isn’t melancholy. Instead, it’s an aftereffect of staying up all night drinking and partying. I am, of course, lying. I’m melancholy as shit, but I figure that’s normal. After all, I’ve just watched my best friend get married to the one man in the entire universe who is absolutely, positively perfect for her. Great news, and I’m really and truly happy for her, but she found him without trolling through the entire male population of Los Angeles.


  Compare that to me, who’s fucked approximately eighty percent of that population and still hasn’t found a guy like Damien, and I think it’s safe to say that Nikki got the last decent man.


  Okay, maybe not the last one, I amend as I catch sight of Ryan Hunter coming down the walking path that winds from Damien’s Malibu house all the way to the beach where I’m now standing. Ryan is the Chief of Security for Stark International, and he and I have been the de facto host and hostess for this post-wedding soiree ever since the bride and groom took off in a helicopter bound for marital bliss.


  Ryan is not among the eighty-percent, and that is truly a shame. The man is seriously hot, with piercing blue eyes and chestnut hair worn in a short, almost military style that accents the hard lines and angles of his face. He’s tall and lean, but strong and sexy. I’ve seen him now in both jeans and a tux, and the curve of his ass alone is enough to make a woman drool.


  We’ve gotten to know each other over the last few months, and I consider him a friend. Frankly, I’d like to consider him more, and I think he feels the same, even though he has yet to make a move.


  I’ve seen the way he watches me, the heat that flares in his eyes when he thinks I’m not looking. Maybe he’s shy—but I doubt it. He’s got a dangerous edge that perfectly suits his job as the head security dude for a guy like Damien and an enterprise like Stark International.


  Nikki once told me that there was nothing Ryan liked better than chasing monsters. I believe it, and as I watch him stride down the walking path, his movements a combination of grace and power, I can imagine him in battle and am certain that he would do whatever it takes to win.


  No, I don’t believe that Ryan Hunter is shy. All I know is that he’s never made a move on me, and that’s a damn shame.


  And now, of course, it’s too late. Because I’m heading back home to Texas tomorrow as part of my newly implemented life goal of getting my shit together. And, as part of the whole Repair My Life plan, I’ve put the kibosh on sleeping around. I’m focusing on Jamie Archer. On figuring out who she is and what she wants, and step one of The Plan is to not do the nasty with every hot guy who crosses my path.


  Honestly, men are so five minutes ago.


  So far, The Plan is going pretty good. I found a tenant for my Studio City condo a few months ago, then went home to live with my parents in Dallas. It’s hard being a twenty-five-year-old actress in Los Angeles, especially one who has yet to land a decent gig. There are too many guys who are prettier than me—and who know it. And way too many opportunities for a fast fuck.


  Texas is slower. Easier. And even though it’s hardly the acting capital of the universe, I’ve already had a few auditions, and I think I may even have a decent shot for a job as an on-air reporter at a local affiliate. I’d auditioned right before flying out here for the wedding, and I’m hoping to hear back from the programming director any day now.


  And, yes, true, I’d also auditioned for a commercial here in SoCal, but I didn’t get the job. I tell myself that’s a good thing because I would have taken it and stayed in Los Angeles, because I love Los Angeles and my friends are here. But that would have put me right back on that hamster wheel of auditioning and fucking, and then starting the whole destructive process right over again.


  The Plan is good, I tell myself as I watch the crew finish the job. The Plan is wise.


  As a dozen workmen haul the last of the tent poles to a nearby truck, the supervisor approaches me with a clipboard and a pen. He takes me through the list, and I duly check off all the various items, confirming that the final details have been attended to.


  Then I sign the form, thank him, and watch as he climbs into the truck and drives away.


  “So that’s it,” Ryan says as he approaches me. He’s still in tuxedo pants and the starched white shirt, but the cummerbund is gone, as is the jacket. He really does look sexy as hell, but it’s his bare feet that have done me in. There’s something so damn devil-may-care about a guy in a tux barefoot on the beach, and I can’t help but wonder if there really is a bit of the devil in Ryan Hunter.


  And if there is, will I ever get to peek at the wickedness?


  “No more cars in the driveway,” he continues, as I try to yank my thoughts back to reality. “And I just signed the invoice for the car park company. I think we can safely call this thing a wrap. And a success.” His smile is slow and easy and undeniably sexy. “It really was one hell of a party.”


  I laugh. “I was just thinking the same thing.” My stomach does a little twisting number, and I tell myself it’s hunger. After all, champagne isn’t that filling, and I’m sure all the dancing I did during the night burned off the three slices of wedding cake I’d devoured.


  I’m lying again, of course. It’s not hunger that’s making my stomach flutter. It’s Ryan. And as I stand there silently wishing he’d just touch me already, I’m also getting more and more irritated. Because why the hell hasn’t he touched me already? We’ve spent time together. We’ve even danced together during various club outings with friends. Not touching, maybe, but close enough that the air between us was thick with promise.


  And once, when Damien had a security scare, he sent Ryan to check on me. I’d been wearing a tiny bikini with a sheer cover-up, and I looked damn hot. But he hadn’t made a move. We’d ended up talking for hours, which was great, and I even made him eggs, which is about as domesticated as I get.


  I’m certain I haven’t been imagining that sizzle between us—and yet never once has he made a move. I can’t fathom why, and the whole situation grates on me.


  Except I’m not supposed to care—Ryan is not part of The Plan.


  He starts to walk toward the surf, and I fall in step beside him. I’d kicked off my own shoes once the workmen hauled away the dance floor because beaches and two-inch heels really don’t go well together, and the sand beneath my feet feels amazing.


  I love strolling the beach in the morning. There’s so much to look at—the seagulls that scavenge for their breakfast, the waves that pour like latte foam onto the sand, the tanned hard bodies of twenty-something surfer dudes out to catch a morning swell. It’s like a little slice of heaven.


  This morning, Ryan adds value to the view. His sleeves are rolled up, revealing well-muscled forearms, and when he bends down to pick up a lovely purple seashell, I find myself fascinated by his hands. They’re large and strong, but as they hold the shell, I can’t help but think that his touch would be surprisingly gentle.


  I start to pick up my pace because, hello, mind really not supposed to be going there, but he reaches for me, holding the shell in his outstretched hand. “A souvenir,” he says, and though his smile is casual, there’s nothing easy about the heat in his eyes. His gaze is hot enough to cut right through me. The hair at the back of my neck prickles, and for a moment, I’m not certain I remember how to breathe. “I’d hate for you to get back to Texas and forget everything you’ve left behind.”


  “Oh.” My voice sounds breathy, and I take the shell, my fingers brushing his palm as I do. I feel the shock of contact all the way down to my toes, and I expect him to pull me close. To touch me. To do some damn thing so that I’m not just standing there feeling all hot and horny.


  He does nothing—and the sharp prick of irritation breaks through the wall of lust. I close my hand around the shell and force myself to aim an equally casual smile back at him. “Thanks.”


  I’m grateful my voice sounds normal despite the fact that I am both genuinely moved and undeniably irritated. Moved because it’s a lovely shell and the gesture is very sweet. Irritated because now I’m getting mixed signals from a hot guy who still hasn’t touched me and who I have absolutely no business being interested in.


  My libido, however, still hasn’t gotten the message because there’s some serious sizzle and pop going on. To be honest, there’s been sizzle and pop since the first time I met Ryan.


  Down girl.


  I take a deep breath and mentally recite what has now become a mantra: Plan. Texas. New leaf. New Jamie.


  I start walking again because he’s made me too antsy to just stand still. “Are you flying back today?” he asks, falling easily into step with me.


  “Not flying. Driving.” I see the confusion on his face—Nikki had been stuck in a meeting and had asked Ryan to pick me up at the airport just over a week ago. Yet another encounter where I felt both sizzle and pop—but he didn’t touch me once.


  Honestly, I need to stop this mental tally; I’m going to give myself a complex.


  “Planning on doing a little recreational car shopping today?”


  “Nikki and Damien gave me a car for my birthday,” I mumble, because I’m still a bit embarrassed by such an extravagant gift. Not that it’s extravagant to a guy like Damien. I’m pretty sure that to him, Australia wouldn’t be too much.


  “Happy birthday,” Ryan says in the kind of voice that makes me think that he would make a damn good present. Especially with a big red bow in just the right place.


  I clear my throat, banishing the thought. “Right. Yeah, well, it’s not really my birthday. They were planning on just giving it to me because, you know, my Corolla has seen better days. And I said I couldn’t accept it, and Nikki said...” I trail off, shrugging.


  “She’s a good friend.” He’s walking in the surf now, the waves breaking around his feet.


  “Cold.” I say, nodding toward his feet.


  “A little.” He tilts his head up, his gaze taking me in before he finally meets my eyes. “But I’m willing to put up with all sorts of things if it gets me something I want.”


  Wow. “Right.” I swallow, then curl my hands into fists so that I don’t lean in, grab his collar, and kiss him. “Um. So. What is it you want?”


  “To walk on the beach with you, of course.”


  And there it is. That pow, that snap. He takes my hand, the gesture light and casual. Seemingly friendly, but really it’s so much more.


  He’s intense, I think. Strong. Silent. Steady. The kind of guy who knows what he wants and goes after it methodically and relentlessly.


  Is he going after me? I shiver a little as I slide into a nice little From Here to Eternity fantasy. Not that I’ve ever actually watched the movie, but I’ve seen that famous sex in the surf scene, and I’m more than happy to let my imagination fill in the blanks.


  “You’re not driving back to Texas today, are you?” He is watching me closely, his eyes as deep and intense as the Pacific behind us. “You were up all night. You shouldn’t risk it.”


  “I’m not,” I say, imagining the surf crashing over me and Ryan’s body hot above me. “I’m staying the night and heading out first thing tomorrow.”


  “I’m very glad to hear it.” His voice is as smooth as whiskey, and I wonder if I’m getting a little bit drunk on it. “I’d worry about you.”


  I stand there, feeling nine kinds of itchy, and wait for him to make a move. But the move doesn’t come.


  I tell myself that’s a good thing.


  Then I tell myself I’m a goddamn liar.


  Then I remind myself about The Plan.


  But you know what? Screw The Plan. The Plan is for Texas, after all. I mean, I’ve pretty much already established that when in California, Jamie Archer is a hot mess. So why not be a mess one last time with this incredibly sexy guy who is making me tingle?


  Except that doesn’t seem to be an option.


  Because Ryan isn’t making a move. I consider making a pass myself. After all, I’ve never once been shy about going after a guy I wanted in my bed. With Ryan, though, I can’t seem to take that first step, and it’s weird. I’m feeling shy and awkward, and I am never shy or awkward.


  Maybe it’s the lingering effect of The Plan. Residual guilt. Pre-justification. My subconscious telling me that if he pursues me, then a California fuck is okay. But me going after him is totally against the rules.


  All of which is a load of twisted and convoluted bullshit, but I never said my subconscious was a linear thinker.


  Just go for it.


  Holy crap, this shouldn’t be that difficult. I mean, honestly. When I decided to bang Kevin in 2H, I cornered him in the laundry room, put my hand on his crotch, and asked him if he wanted to fuck. So why the hell am I all sixth-grade girl with a crush where Ryan Hunter is concerned?


  Right. Okay. Diving in now...


  I clear my throat. “So here’s the thing,” I say, and I don’t get any further. Maybe, I think, he’ll pick up the thread.


  He doesn’t. He just looks at me, all innocent interest and calm curiosity. His expression is bland, and yet I have the distinct impression that he’s amused.


  “It’s just that I can’t figure you out,” I blurt.


  “Can’t you?”


  “We’ve had some good times, right? And I’ve seen you look at me.” I lick my lips, hating how nervous I feel. “And I know I’ve looked at you. So what’s the deal?”


  “The deal?”


  I tilt my head a little and give him my best seductive smile. “You’ve never made a pass at me,” I say in the kind of voice that makes clear I would be very receptive to one right now.


  “No,” he says, “I haven’t.”


  “Oh.” I mentally backpedal. That wasn’t the response I was expecting. “Okay. So, why not? You’re just not interested?”


  “On the contrary. Maybe I assumed you weren’t interested.”


  “Seriously?”


  “I’ve had my eye on you for a while, Ms. Archer. And as far as I’ve seen, you’re not the least bit shy about making a move on a man you want.”


  I hear the raw heat in his voice, but I can’t tell if he is serious or if he’s playing me. All I know is that the more he looks at me with those fathomless blue eyes and the more he speaks to me in that musically sexy voice, the more I melt, until I fear that I’ll dissolve right there and be washed away when the tide comes in.


  “Oh,” I say stupidly. Dear god I want him to touch me. I’ve slept with a lot of guys, but right now, I don’t think I’ve ever been more desperate for a man’s touch.


  I think about The Plan. I think about my loophole.


  I think about the fact that the loophole calls for him to make a move on me.


  And then I think, what the hell. Just go for it.


  “All right,” I say as I quash those damn nerves, then fist my hand in his shirt and move in close. He smells like musk and desire and I breathe deep, letting the scent of him fill me, warm me. We’re not even inches apart, and the air between us seems to shimmer, thick with passion.


  I press my other hand to his thigh and stroke slowly up, up, up, until I brush against the hard length of his erection. My thighs quiver, and my sex tightens with need. I’m aware of every inch of my body, as if I’m a live wire, sparking and popping.


  We’re well-matched in height, and I only have to rise up a little on my toes in order to claim his mouth with mine. I close my hand over the steel of his cock and feel it twitch under my touch. I hear his moan, and it only makes me wetter.


  His hands twine in my hair, pulling me closer as he deepens the kiss, fucking me with his mouth, going deep, making me wet, so incredibly wet, so that all I want is to slide my hand into his trousers and free him, then fall onto the sand, yank my dress up, and scream as he fucks me harder than I’ve ever been fucked in my life.


  I am gasping when he breaks the kiss. I’m alive with need, my breasts aching for his touch, my cunt throbbing with demand. I’m wild, desperate, and when I see the matching wildness in his eyes, I know that this is going to be one hell of an amazing morning.


  “All right,” I say again, my voice breathless and heavy with longing. “That was me, making a move.”


  “And this,” he says gently as he takes a single step away from me, “is me, saying no.”


  


  


  Chapter Two


  “No,” I say into the phone. “The bastard actually said no.”


  I’m in the guest suite that has become my temporary home. I have my headphones in, and am spread out on the bed, idly petting Lady Meow Meow as I stare out through the French doors toward the pristine beach upon which I was so soundly spurned. “I mean, can you believe it? He turned me down flat.”


  From somewhere in Mexico, Nikki’s voice filters over the line. “Actually, I can’t believe it. I’ve seen the way he looks at you, and there is some serious lust happening. But, James, what the hell were you doing coming on to him in the first place? I thought you were doing a moratorium on sex.”


  Since I really don’t want to get in to my convoluted logic with my best friend, I fall back on reason and rationality. “You know what? I’m an idiot. I can’t believe I dumped all that on you. And what the hell are you doing calling me anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be banging Damien’s brains out?”


  “Did that,” she says with the kind of sigh that makes me jealous. “And I expect a repeat performance very soon. But right now he’s on the phone, too. We’re flying to Paris tonight and he’s checking in with the pilot. And since I didn’t have the chance to tell you good-bye before the honeymoon, I wanted to call. I love you, you know. And I’m so glad you were my maid of honor. Also, Damien wanted me to remind you that the gas gauge on the Ferrari isn’t working. He’s going to e-mail you where to take it when you get to Dallas, but in the meantime, pay attention to the odometer and get gas when you’ve burned about half a tank, okay?”


  “I know. He already told me at least a dozen times.” The car that Damien and Nikki gave me is the same sleek, sexy Ferrari that I accidentally totaled in San Bernardino. At least, I’d thought I’d totaled it. Apparently Damien called in the best car surgeons in the world and got her up and running again. And then—to my shock and amazement—he and Nikki gave the Ferrari to me. “I still can’t believe that you guys—”


  “Will you shut up about it, already? You love the car. We love you. End of story.”


  “Right. Thanks.” I can practically hear Nikki rolling her eyes, and the thought makes me grin. “Right,” I say again, then clear my throat. “So what should I do about Ryan?”


  She sighs. “Hell, James, I wish I knew what to tell you. I like Ryan—I like him a lot, actually. And if you weren’t—” She cuts herself off. “You know what? Never mind.”


  “Oh, no,” I say. “You are so not getting away with that. Whatever you were going to say, just say it. I already know I’m a head case, so it’s not like you’ll be telling me something I don’t already know.”


  “Jamie.” Her voice is soft and a little sad. “I just worry about you, that’s all.”


  I shift my position on the bed, feeling vaguely uncomfortable. “I know you do,” I say as the cat gets up, yawns, and then pads out of the room, apparently uninterested in my drama. “Just like I worry about you. But you’ve got Damien for that now.”


  “Doesn’t mean I don’t need my best friend,” she says, and I must be more fragile than I thought because a tear escapes and trickles down my cheek.


  “Listen,” she says gently. “We both know what a mess I am, but I’m not the only one with scars, and I worry about you. I like Ryan,” she says again. “But I don’t want you getting hurt. For that matter, I don’t want you hurting him.”


  “Not a problem on either count,” I say. “In case you missed the major talking point of this conversation, he blew me off.”


  “Just don’t push it, okay. Go home. Get your head on straight. Don’t—”


  “Don’t what?”


  “Don’t go after him like sex is a weapon or something. Promise me.”


  “I won’t,” I say. “It’s not.” I’m not lying—I’ve never used sex as a weapon, not really. Instead, I’ve used it as a shield. Keep the control, keep the guys on a leash. Keep it fun, keep it play. Never serious. Never deep.


  Because if you don’t let them past the barrier, they can’t break your heart.


  “I love you,” Nikki says, and in those three little words, I hear perfect understanding.


  “I know,” I say. “And I swear I’m not going to do anything except go home to Dallas. So I don’t need the lecture or the reminder or whatever you want to call it. Really. Now go be married or something.”


  “That,” she says, “is a great idea.” I laugh, then give her a quick rundown on what happened on the beach after she and Damien left, and she promises to text me from Paris so I’ll know they arrived safe and sound. I tell her not to bother. I’ve already seen their wedding photos on Twitter. I’m sure the paparazzi in Paris will be tweeting, too.


  And then the call is over and I’m left lying on the bed looking out at that damn beach and wondering why the hell Ryan walked way.


  Yes, I am just that pathetic.


  I sit up, annoyed with myself. It’s over. It’s done. Ryan’s long gone—I’d stood on the beach and watched as he walked back to the house. I hadn’t wanted to follow. Call it embarrassment or pride, but I hung out for at least an hour before I finally dragged my ass back to the house, every step requiring a major effort.


  Funny, despite working so hard yesterday to pull the party together—and then dancing and partying and drinking through the night—I hadn’t felt tired before. Certainly not when Ryan had showed up and walked me down the beach, or when he’d leaned in close, or when he’d set my body to tingle.


  On the contrary, just being near him was like sucking down an energy drink, leaving me breathless and recharged and just a little edgy.


  Or it had felt that way until he’d gone. Now I want to crash. I’m bone tired and lost and, although I was so glad to have heard from Nikki, I’m now feeling more than a little melancholy. And very much alone.


  When I’d first returned to the house, I’d thought I would see him. But the house was empty and silent, and though I checked the front drive, there was no sign of a car, and I’d gone back inside and stomped my way to my guest suite feeling both relieved and annoyed. Relieved, because I apparently made a fool of myself earlier. Annoyed because as far as the wedding went, Ryan and I had the joint responsibility of dealing with the reception and the house guests. We’d been working closely for almost forty-eight hours now, and at the very least he should have checked with me before leaving to make sure there wasn’t anything still to do.


  There isn’t. But he should have checked.


  I tell myself I don’t care, and I’m just feeling touchy because I’m exhausted. I need a nap. Some R&R. I’ll lay out by the pool, then take a swim. Maybe this afternoon I’ll go into town and prowl the little shops. I should take something fun back to my parents—maybe a painting for the entryway or something cute for the kitchen.


  Then I’ll grab some takeout and crash for the night. I’ll get a good night’s sleep, get in the car, and get my ass back to Texas. Away from California, temptation, and Ryan Fucking Hunter.


  It’s a good plan, and I go to change into my bathing suit and find something to read. I recently started to reread Rebecca, but right now I’m not in the mood. Instead I grab a copy of Cosmopolitan. I smile wryly. Maybe this month’s article on how to make a man feel awesome in bed will come in handy if I ever see Ryan again.


  As with everything in this house that Damien built, the backyard pool area is a little slice of heaven. The pool itself is huge, falling off to an infinity edge that gives the illusion that it extends into the Pacific. There’s a hot tub, of course, as well as a waterfall and a swim-up bar.


  The water is warm—and it feels nice to walk in until it hits my shoulders. Then I close my eyes and sink under, losing myself to the eerie quiet of this empty pool.


  I’m not in the mood to swim, though, and so I emerge, then lightly towel off. I like the sensation of being damp, of lying back and feeling the breeze brushing over my moist skin.


  The lounge chair is padded, with a nice cup holder built right in. And since I’m planning on napping anyway, I detour to the small refrigerator and take out a wine cooler. I pick a chair under the pergola so that I’m at least a little bit out of the sun. And then, finally, I settle down to read and relax.


  I make it only a few pages into the magazine before my eyes start to droop. I drop the magazine to the tiled decking, then close my eyes. Just a short nap, I think, as sleep beckons and I’m pulled down, down, down into my dreams.


  He is there.


  Ryan.


  I am standing in a wide green field, and though I cannot see him clearly, I know that he is the man in the distance. Hunter, I think. And I am his prey.


  He stalks toward me, jeans slung low on his hips. He wears no shirt, and the sun beats down on broad shoulders and a lean, sculptured chest. I move toward him, drawn to him by some unassailable compulsion.


  And then he is there, and we are no longer in a field but on a beach. I am in his arms and there is an orchestra, and Nikki is there with Damien, applauding as Ryan spins me around and around and around until I am so dizzy I need to lie down.


  Then I am on the ground, and the waves crash over me. The tent is gone, the orchestra vanished. There is only the sound of the ocean crashing upon the beach. There is only the feel of the water sluicing over me.


  It is not cold—instead it is warm, so warm. And I stretch, feeling soft and languid and needful—I want his hands, his touch. And then, in the way of dreams, he is there, his hard body over me, his mouth trailing up my calf, my thigh.


  I shiver, realizing that I am naked, but there is no shyness. I spread my legs for him and arch back as his mouth closes over my cunt. He kisses me there, so deeply intimate that shocks of pleasure ricochet through me. His tongue plays me, laving me, then teasing my clit, bringing me so very, very close before he torments me even more by trailing those kisses up my abdomen.


  His hands massage my breasts roughly, his fingers pinching my nipples, sending live wires of electricity all the way down to my sex. My cunt clenches, desperate with the need to have him inside me, and I moan in an incoherent demand for more.


  Then his mouth closes over mine, silencing me, and I taste him—taste me. I feel his erection hard beneath my legs, the steel length of him rubbing provocatively against my sex.


  I moan against his mouth, and he gently pulls away. The shock of the break tugs me toward wakefulness. “Do you want me inside you?” he whispers, his voice still filling my dreams. “Do you want me to fuck you?”


  “Yes,” I murmur, even as sleep abandons me. “Oh, yes.”


  I am awake now but somehow still trapped in the dream. My cunt is slick with need, and the way the sun beats down on me makes me feel loose and sensual.


  Slowly, as if in a dream, I skim one hand down my body. I am wearing a tiny bikini, and as I brush my fingers over my breast, I gasp from the contact with my too-sensitive nipples. Then I continue south, my palm flat on my stomach, my muscles quivering, as I move so painfully slowly down my belly.


  He is still in my head. Hunter, I think. I like it. It seems wild. Hot. Hunter wouldn’t have walked away. Hunter would have thrown me back on the beach and fucked me right there, and not cared in the slightest if anyone walked by.


  The thought makes me a little crazy, and I squeeze my legs together even as I wiggle my hips. The motion takes some of the edge off, but not enough. I need more. I need Ryan, the fantasy.


  I raise one hand to my chest and slide my fingers under the bikini top and over the swell of my breast until I brush against my nipple. The sensation is delicious, and I arch a bit under my own touch. My breasts feel heavy, my nipples straining against the thin triangles of material that form the top.


  I stroke my nipple, teasing it even as my first hand sinks lower and lower, until those fingers sneak in beneath the elastic band at the top of the bikini bottoms. Then I slide them further still, until I find my own slick heat. I gasp, arching up at the sweet jolt that shoots through me when I lightly stroke my clit.


  I’m desperately wet, frantically wanting. But it’s not just release that I want, it’s the man.


  There’s no denying it—I want Ryan Hunter. And if I can’t have the man himself, I’m going to have him in my imagination.


  I move my finger in small, teasing circles, letting the pleasure build, arching up to bring it tighter, hotter.


  I bite my lower lip and squeeze my eyes shut as I slide two fingers into my sex, then arch up as my body clenches tight with unfulfilled need. I quiver, arching, moving, trying desperately to reach satisfaction.


  I tug the bikini top down, freeing my breasts, and gasp at the sensation of warm sun upon my nipples. I take one between two fingers and pinch, crying out as heat shoots all the way down to my overly sensitive clit.


  I withdraw my hand and stroke an ever-quickening circle on my sensitive sex, but it’s not enough. I want to be claimed, taken. I want to feel his cock inside me, not just his hands upon me. And I abandon my aching and heavy breasts to slide that hand down, lower and lower until I am gasping with the pleasure of having two fingers stroke my clit while I fuck myself with my other hand.


  No. Not myself.


  Hunter.


  “Yes,” I murmur, not even certain if I’m speaking aloud. “Oh, god, yes.”


  In my mind, I can see him above me, his eyes searching mine. I can hear his voice, telling me to come for him, to explode with him. It is his cock in me, thrusting deeper and harder, taking me. Claiming me. Owning me.


  “Hunter,” I cry as my eyes flutter open while his fingers—my fingers—thrust even deeper inside me.


  And there he is.


  I go tense, frozen, as Ryan Hunter stands there watching me—with a heat in his eyes so intense it is a wonder I don’t get burned.


  


  


  Chapter Three


  I start to yank my hand away and am rendered frozen by his sharp, firm, “No.”


  My heart is beating. My skin is flushed. I’m embarrassed and turned on and confused. “Ryan,” I say. “I—what are you—”


  I start to shift. I need to move. Hell, I need to run.


  “No,” he says more softly this time, but the word is equally firm, and the force of it holds me in place. “Don’t stop. Come for me, Jamie. I want to watch you explode for me.”


  I am tempted to tell him to go to hell. To wrap a towel around myself and run inside.


  I’m tempted to do that—but only because I think that is what I should do. But I’ve never been a girl who pays attention to should. I’m all about want.


  And what I want is to finish this.


  What I want is to make him hard, to drive him crazy. And I know that he is close. I can see the evidence even from this distance. The bulge in his jeans. The tightness in his jaw. The way his hand is closed tight around the decorative finial on the gate by which he stands.


  He is as turned on as I am, and that knowledge makes me bold.


  He’d driven me a little crazy when he’d left me on the beach. And now, I think, as I run my teeth over my lower lip and slide my finger over my swollen clit—now it’s my turn to drive him wild.


  And that’s a game I’ve been playing for years.


  I don’t speak. Instead, I keep my eyes on him as I slide my hand further down. I’m wet and slick, and the tension I see on his face only excites me more.


  I thrust my fingers inside, my hips bucking as I finger fuck myself with him watching, him wanting.


  I slide my fingers in and out, teasing myself by rubbing lightly over my clit. I keep up the motion, my eyes on Ryan, my mouth open and my breath coming hard.


  I draw my other hand up to fondle my breast, and as I do, I hear him suck in air. The sound only turns me on more, and I start to close my eyes as the tension inside me builds, higher and higher.


  “No,” he says. “I want to see your eyes. I want to look at you when you come.”


  I open my eyes and our gazes lock. He is heat. He is power.


  He is everything I want, and I am starting to wonder if I will be able to survive this. If I will be able to withstand the force of the explosion that is building inside me.


  “That’s it,” he says. “You’re close. Christ, Jamie, do you have any idea how hard I am? How much I want to be inside you?”


  I thrust my fingers into my cunt and slide my other hand down, my hips bucking violently. I am wild. I am shameless, and my eyes never leave his. Not as the tension starts to build. Not as the sparks start to gather. Not as the electricity surges through me, building and building until there is nowhere left to go, and I cry out because there is no way I could keep that much passion inside.


  I hold his gaze as my body shudders, as the tremors calm and I return to earth.


  I watch his eyes and think that for the first time, someone has seen into the heart of me.


  I lie there, my breathing shallow, as Ryan strides toward me, all power and purpose. His expression is hard, his eyes blazing. My lips are parted, and I arch my back without thinking, bringing my body that much closer to him in a silent plea for his touch.


  He doesn’t reach for me, though. Instead, he stops beside the chaise and looks down at me. His gaze moves slowly over me with such sweet deliberation that I tremble, my body quivering as if in reaction to his touch.


  “Tell me,” he says. “Tell me who you were thinking of.”


  “No one,” I say though I know he will see through the lie.


  “Don’t lie to me, kitten. I don’t like it.”


  I lick my lips. “I had you wrong,” I tease. “I thought you were a nice guy. I made you eggs one morning, remember? I never thought that the nice guy I shared breakfast with would have—”


  “Would have what?”


  “Would have watched me finger fuck myself,” I finish boldly.


  “Watch?” he repeats as he lowers himself to sit on the edge of my chaise. His hip brushes the bare skin of my waist, making me hyperaware of his proximity. “I did more than watch, sweetheart.” He lifts my hand, then strokes it slowly, making me even more crazy in the process.


  “I imagined that these fingers were mine. That it was me stroking your skin, sliding under your suit.” He moves my hand to my belly as he speaks, then he places his own hand flat on the back of mine before easing our joined hands down.


  “Do you have any idea how hard I got imagining how slick you were, how tight your cunt was?” He guides two of my fingers inside me, and I gasp in pleasure and surprise as he pushes them deeper and deeper.


  “Please,” I beg, but I don’t even know what I am asking for. I am a wild mess of feelings, hot and out of control. I want to come. I want to explode. I want his hands all over me.


  “That’s it,” he says as I thrust my hips shamelessly, wanting more. Wanting everything. “Oh, yes. You like that, don’t you, kitten?”


  “Yes,” I whisper. “God yes.” And yet I don’t know this woman—this girl who melts at a man’s voice, who submits to his whims. The Jamie I know keeps control by keeping a tight grip on a man’s cock and leading him around with it like a leash. But this Jamie—oh, dear god, right then all this Jamie wants to do is surrender to pleasure.


  He is only tormenting me, though, a sad fact I realize when he withdraws my fingers, then tugs our joined hands free. Then he raises my hand to his lips, and I begin to melt again as he draws my finger in, sucking and licking with such deliberate intensity that I can feel the tug of pressure all the way down to my clit.


  “Am I a nice guy?” he asks as he releases my hand. “I don’t know, Jamie. I guess that’s up to you. If you need a nice guy, I’ll be a nice guy. But I don’t think that’s what you need right now.”


  I try to speak, but can’t seem to manage. I swallow, then try again. “What do I need?”


  But he says nothing. He just smiles. And, honestly, he’s turned me into such a confused and emotional mess that I’m not sure if I want to kiss him or slap him.


  I don’t like being confused, and my discomfort makes me bold. I prop myself up on my elbows. “What the hell kind of a game are you playing?”


  “Who says I’m playing a game?”


  “I do.”


  He cocks his head. “All right. Why?”


  “I seem to recall you saying no to me on the beach. And yet here you are.”


  “Yes,” he says. “Here I am.”


  “Ryan.”


  He shakes his head, then strokes a finger along the line of my jaw. It’s a familiar, almost sweet gesture, and it unnerves me. “You called me Hunter before you knew I was watching. I liked it.”


  “Ryan,” I say again firmly. “What’s your fucking game?”


  He looks at me for so long I start to wonder if I should just call it a wrap and go inside. “Do you know why I said no?” he finally says.


  I shake my head.


  “Because I’ve watched you, Jamie. Watched and wanted. I want to kiss you, to touch you. I want to fuck you, Jamie, but I want so much more than that, too.”


  “What?” I ask, mesmerized by his words.


  “Everything,” he says simply. “I want to tie you up and fuck you until you beg for mercy. I want to use my palm to redden that ass—because we both know how naughty you’ve been. I want to make you come so fast and so hard that you scream, and then do it all over again.”


  I lick my lips, my body already tingling in anticipation.


  “In other words,” he continues, “I want you at my mercy, kitten. And I intend to make you purr.”


  “Kitten?” I repeat. “Are you trying to tame me?”


  “On the contrary. I like you wild. But I won’t have you walk,” he says firmly. “I won’t be one of the men you toss aside.”


  He looks at me, and his expression is hard. This is the man who runs security for a multi-billion dollar corporation; this is a man who gets what he wants.


  “So you tell me, Jamie,” he says. “Do you want me to fuck you? Or should I walk away right now?”


  


  


  Chapter Four


  Every ounce of self-preservation tells me to play it coy. To insist that I don’t do ultimatums. To tell him that I know damn well he wants me as much as I want him.


  In other words, to take back the power.


  I don’t.


  I can’t take the risk that he will call my bluff. That he’ll walk away.


  Because, damn me, I want the man.


  I know all the reasons that I should tell him no—but I also know that I won’t.


  Because right here, right now, I want this man inside me more than I have ever wanted any man. Hell, more than I’ve ever wanted anything.


  “Jamie,” he says. “What do you want?”


  “Yes,” I whisper.


  “Yes, what?”


  Slowly, I stand. Then I tilt my head so that I can look at him more directly. “Yes, everything,” I say. “You want me at your mercy? I’m already there.”


  Pure desire cuts across his face, and I press my hand against his chest, then slide it down over his slick, hard chest. “Fuck me, Ryan Hunter. I want you to fuck me right now.”


  “Well,” he says as he reaches behind me to unhook the back of my bikini top, “I do like the sound of that.”


  The top hangs loose, and as he steps closer—as he reaches behind me to slowly lift my shoulder-length hair and then tug the bow at my neck free—I try to breathe, but seem to have forgotten how.


  The top falls off my body, and I tilt my gaze down to see it land at my feet. I look back up to meet Ryan’s eyes. They are blue flames and seem ready to burn.


  “The bottoms,” he says in a voice so tight with want that it does not sound like him. “Take them off.”


  I swallow, then slowly ease my hands down my hips, hooking my fingers under the material, then shimmying out of the tiny bottoms. I let them fall to my ankles, then step out. I’m breathing hard, hyperaware of every tiny hair on my body. Of every small bead of sweat at the back of my neck. My nipples are hard and my areolae puckered. I am wet, and because I am waxed, I know that he can see how hot and swollen and ready I am.


  He lowers his eyes to my feet, then traces his gaze slowly up my body. I try to stand still, but it is as if his inspection is a caress, and when he lingers at my sex—when he releases a low groan full of pleasure and need—it is all I can do not to slide my hand between my legs and try to release some of this building pressure.


  His gaze continues up, lingering over my breasts before settling on my face. “You are stunning,” he says. “I like seeing you aroused. It makes the fire in you burn hotter.”


  “You do that,” I say.


  “I like that, too,” he retorts.


  I lick my lips, waiting for him to tell me what to do, but he says nothing. I try to withstand the silence, but it is impossible. “Please,” I say.


  “Please what?”


  “Please touch me.”


  He cocks his head as if considering the idea, then nods once. “Lay down on the chaise,” he says, and when I go there, he shakes his head. “No. Face down. And keep your legs apart,” he orders. “I want to see how wet you are. How much you want me.”


  “Very much,” I admit as I move to comply.


  I have laid out naked many times before, even here at this house when it was only me and Nikki looking to work on our tans. But I never thought of it as sexual. It was just me. Just skin.


  Now, even the sensation of the sun on my lower back is erotic, and when Ryan steps to my side and then traces a finger lightly from my heel, up my calf and thigh, then over the curve of my ass and all the way to my shoulder, I fear that I just may die from the pleasure. “Wait here. Don’t move.”


  I do as he says, though I cheat a little by spreading my legs more. I want him to see me—I want him to want me. And more than that, I want the sensation of the sun between my legs. Heat upon heat, fire added to fire.


  He comes back quickly and without explanation, but when he sits beside me, I see that he has brought suntan oil. He squirts some onto my back, making me twitch from the sudden, ticklish sensation. But that is quickly quelled when his hands begin to stroke me, long, slow movements that heat my skin and fill the air with the scent of coconut and vanilla.


  He pampers every inch of me, working on my hands—stroking and pulling each finger in a manner so erotic that every caress is reflected in my sex, which throbs and wants more and more as each moment passes.


  He strokes my shoulders in deep, soothing motions, then moves down to knead my waist, my hips, and even my ass. He doesn’t slip further down, though—doesn’t touch me where I am so desperate to be touched. Instead he moves lower still, making my thighs slick, then focusing on my calves, my heels, the arch of my foot.


  My breathing is fast, shallow. I squirm, silently begging him to slide his slick, oiled hand between my legs. But he is deliberate in his torment and does not take the hint. Instead, he bends low, brushing his lips against my ear and softly telling me to turn over.


  I do, then force myself not to arch up in pleasure and longing as he gently but firmly rubs the oil over my breasts, then down my abdomen to stroke lazily over my pubis.


  “I like that you’re waxed,” he says. “I like seeing your skin. Seeing you flush. Seeing how aroused and swollen you are. I bet you feel slick on my tongue. And now,” he adds as he slides his oil-slick hand between my legs, “I bet you taste like coconut.”


  “Why don’t you find out?” I ask, my words little more than breaths.


  “Maybe I will,” he says, then moves to the end of the chaise, roughly thrusts my legs apart, and buries his mouth between my legs, his tongue thrusting deep inside me.


  The shift from slow and lazy to hard and wild is so unexpected that I arch up in surprise, lost in the swell of pleasure that is growing deeper and wilder within me.


  “Yes,” I murmur, squirming against him, wanting him deeper in me, sucking me off, taking me all the way. “Yes, Hunter, oh, damn, yes.”


  But then, just as I am about to explode, he draws away, leaving a soft trail of kisses descending down my inner thigh.


  “No,” I protest. “Please don’t stop.”


  “I’m not going to stop, kitten. I intend to have you every way I can, and then some. Sit up now,” he orders, and when I comply, he peels off his clothes.


  I watch, mesmerized as he steps out of the briefs that are straining to hold in his erection. He is long and thick and perfect, and I lick my lips out of reflex. He notices and raises a brow. “Interesting,” he says. “Do you want to suck my cock.”


  My own sex clenches with desire at those bold, simple words. “Yes,” I say, imagining the feel of him, the taste of him. Imagining even more the way his body would tighten and tremble, done in by my power to take him to the edge.


  “Good,” he says. “But I have other plans at the moment.” He sits on the edge of the chaise. “Come here. Now turn around,” he says when I arrive facing him. I turn, and in my peripheral vision, I see him reach down and grab a condom packet. He rolls it on, then takes my hips and eases me backward.


  “Knees on the chaise,” he says. “Kneel over me.”


  I glance backward, then do as he says. It’s awkward getting on the chaise, then straddling him. But his hands are firm at my hips, and once I’m over him, I feel the head of his cock thrusting against me, and I wriggle, wanting him inside me.


  “Go ahead,” Ryan says. “Take me. Take all of me.”


  I reach between us and guide his cock into me, then I lower myself. He feels incredible, and I rise and fall, levering with my knees, up and down on his shaft. He is thick inside me, and the pleasure of this position is only enhanced when he lets go of one hip and slides his hand around to play with my clit.


  Tremors run though my body, and I rock faster and faster. My hands go to my breasts, and then, when he takes his hand away from my clit, I cry out in protest, because I so desperately want to come with him.


  “It’s okay. Touch yourself,” he says, and as he speaks, I feel his finger stroke me from behind, teasing my ass even as my finger plays with my clit and his cock fills me.


  I am overwhelmed. I am nothing but pleasure and sensation and raw, wild need.


  “Hunter,” I cry, as I piston faster against him, as the pressure builds inside me, as I feel him tremble deep, deep within. “Hunter.” I scream his name, and as I do, the world explodes around us and he empties himself inside me.


  I collapse back against him, and he pulls me tight, his hands cupping my breasts, stroking and soothing. “That’s it, kitten. God, yes, that was perfect.”


  We sit that way for a moment, and then he slowly lowers us both, our bodies still connected, to the chaise. I am breathing hard, feeling decadent and satisfied and wanton. He is gently kissing my back, my shoulders, and I think that for this moment, I have found heaven.


  “I’m not done with you yet,” he murmurs, just as I am about to drift off to sleep. Instantly, I am awake again.


  “No?”


  “Oh, no,” he says. “I have plans for you. For that cunt. For that mouth.” He pulls out, semi-soft now, and rolls over to face me. “But only if you want more. I could have you all day and all night, so if you want to stop, you need to be the one to tell me.”


  “No,” I whisper. “Don’t stop. Please. Don’t ever stop.”


  “You’re staying in the guest suite?”


  I nod.


  “Go there. Wait for me.”


  I do, padding barefoot and naked to the room that is my home whenever I stay in this house. I have never been uncomfortable in this room, but I am now. I don’t know where to sit or what to do. I don’t know how he wants me. I only know that I want to please him because I do not want this to end.


  I feel wilder than I have ever felt with any man, and I want to go further with him than I have with any man. That makes me vulnerable, and that’s not something that I’m used to.


  With Hunter, though, I like it.


  Finally, I lay on the bed. I want him to see how much I need him. How turned on I am. I spread my legs and slide my hand over my sex. Then I close my eyes and imagine it is him.


  “Now that is a pretty picture,” he says when he enters the room only minutes later. He is still naked, but now he has a length of cord coiled around his shoulder. In his hand, he holds a single glass of wine.


  I try not to look at the cord—try not to think about how he said he would tie me up. Not because it scares me but because it excites me.


  He takes a sip, then offers the glass to me. I drink, too, the act of sharing the wine wonderfully intimate.


  I draw a breath, and my eyes slide toward the cord. Despite everything I’ve done—and I’ve done a lot—I’ve never actually had a guy tie me down before. Nikki would say it’s because I’m usually the one going after them—getting my kicks and blowing off steam—and that means that I need to be in control. Honestly, she’d probably be right.


  With Ryan, though … well, with Ryan, I like the idea of him taking charge. I like it a lot.


  I lick my lips, and hope I don’t look too eager. “So,” I say.


  His smile is slow and lazy and wonderfully sexy. “So,” he repeats.


  “Are you going to tie me to the bed now?”


  “Not exactly,” he says with a kind of sensual mischief that creates a tug deep down in my belly. He nods to the bed. “Kneel for me.”


  I glance at the rope, then at the bed. Then I do as he asks. “Is this—I mean, are you—”


  “Am I into BDSM? Am I a master? Do I want you to be my sub?”


  I blink. Well. Now that he put it that way… “Um, yeah. I mean, are you? Do you?”


  His smile is a little bit amused, a little bit smug. “I like being in control, kitten. I like giving pleasure, and I like receiving it. I like taking a woman as far as she can go. As far as I’m concerned, anything goes between two consenting adults. I don’t give a fuck about labels. But yes, Jamie, I want to tie you up. I want to see you bound. I want to make you mine. So tell me now—do you want that, too?”


  My mouth is dry, but somehow I manage to give the only possible answer. “Yes.”


  I think I see the flicker of relief in his eyes, and for some reason that small reaction calms my nerves. He wants me—wants this—as much as I do, and I realize with sudden understanding that whatever I give up is like a reciprocal gift to him.


  He steps toward me, the cord in his hands. “Do you know what makes bondage so pleasurable?”


  “The submission,” I say, now putting my thoughts into words. “Losing yourself to the will of another. Giving in to his touch completely. Trusting him completely.” I tilt my head to face him more directly. “And for you, it’s knowing that a woman is at your mercy. That you’re responsible for pleasure. For pain. That you can tease her and torment her.” I draw in a shaky breath. “Don’t torment me, Hunter. I want you too badly.”


  “And I, you,” he says, then presses his lips to mine and kisses me tenderly.


  He moves behind me and binds my ankles together as I kneel, then tells me to twine my hands together behind my back, but also under my rear, so it is almost as if I am sitting on my hands. He binds my wrists, and then uses a length of cord to connect my bound ankles to my bound wrists.


  Not that I can see any of that, but I can feel most of what he is doing, and he tells me the rest. What I don’t know is what he has in store for me now that I am trussed up like this. But when he moves back in front of me I tell him what I want. “You,” I say. “I want you in my mouth.”


  In this position, I am mostly bent over, and he is kneeling in front of me. He is erect and huge, and I think greedily that I can take all of him. That I need all of him.


  “Is that what you want?” he asks. “Why?”


  “Maybe I want to take you to the edge,” I say as desire presses down upon me.


  “You want me at your mercy?” I can hear the smile in his voice.


  “Yes,” I say. “I do.”


  “Who am I to argue with a determined woman?”


  He is already kneeling in front of me, and now he takes me by the hair. My position is unsteady, but I ease forward, teasing the tip of his cock with my tongue, then growing bolder when he groans, calling my name.


  I draw him in, sucking and licking, tasting and teasing, and I know by the way he holds my head, by the way his hips thrust as he fucks my mouth, that this was the right thing. He has taken me to the edge over and over, but now I am taking him.


  I suck and tease and use my tongue to play with the tip of him. He thrusts deep, but I’ve never had a problem giving head, and I take him in, all of him, wishing I could use my hands, too. I want to touch him, want to see him. I want to know that I am giving back to him some of the pleasure that he has given me.


  And then, with a deep groan and a low cry of, “no, not yet,” he pulls out. I hear his shallow breathing, and when I tilt my head up to see his face, it is passion I see in his eyes.


  I lick my lips, savoring the taste of him as he repeats, “Not yet,” more calmly this time. “I’m going to come inside you,” he says, and my body clenches tight with his words. “I’m going to make you explode.” He strokes my hair as he says, “I’m clean, but I’ll wear a condom if you want.”


  I shake my head. “No. Please. I want to feel you.”


  He smiles in answer before he moves behind me, his hands stroking my rear as he trails kisses down my back. “Put your head down,” he says. “I want to see your ass in the air.”


  I comply, and he strokes me, his hands sliding over the globes of my ass. “Do you have toys?” he asks.


  “Not a lot,” I say. “Some oil that I bought when we got Nikki her goody bag.”


  “Where?”


  I point him to the bedside table, and he gets the stuff. The oil is some sort of minty arousal oil, and he strokes it onto my clit, then laughs softly when I first complain that I feel nothing—but then soon buck from the tingly, intense sensations. I’m desperately wet, and with his finger teasing my clit, I’m going a little crazy.


  “I’m going to fuck you now,” he says, then thrusts inside me. He’s deep, and I moan in pleasure as he fills me. I rock back, wanting to take more of him, and as I do he pulls me to him, his free hand gripping my waist. Then he slides that hand down, teasing me where our bodies are joined, making his fingers slick before he slides them up to my ass. “I want you here, too,” he says. “Have you ever?”


  I shake my head. “Just toys,” I say, as the sensation of the oil on my clit and his hand on my ass drives me very close to the edge. I feel a blush coming on. “I liked it.”


  “I’ll remember that,” he says. “Right now—right now I think I’m too far gone. Jesus, Jamie, what you do to me.”


  He thrusts again, deeper and faster, even as he teases and torments my clit, the effect of the oil shooting me up into the stratosphere. I hold my breath, willing the climax to wash over me, craving the explosion, desperate for the man to fill me.


  And then, with one final thrust, he cries my name and empties himself into me. His hand presses against my clit, and the renewed pressure sends me tumbling over after him, faster and faster until there is nowhere to go, and he topples us both over onto the bed.


  I am still bound, a tight ball, and he is curved around me. I am breathing deep, my mind little more than mush and my body like liquid. “Christ, Hunter. You destroyed me.”


  “No,” he says. “It’s you who’ve broken me. There’s a fire in you, kitten. And I want to burn with you.”


  “Kitten,” I repeat, my voice dreamy. “Why kitten?”


  He chuckles. “I think it suits you.” He kisses my shoulder. “You’re soft and warm and definitely playful. But I’ll need to watch the claws.”


  I have to bite back a laugh. “Yes,” I say. “You will.”


  We lay that way for a moment, then he unties my bindings. I stretch, relishing the motion, as he reaches for the remote on the bedside table and presses the button to close the electronic blinds.


  Then he pulls the quilt up over both of us and holds me close.


  I spoon against him, his chest warm against my back, and his cock still semi-hard against my rear. He drapes his arm around me and holds me close.


  I could get used to this, I think.


  Hell, I could get used to him.


  Except for the short nap by the pool, I haven’t slept in almost two days and exhaustion presses down on me. I close my eyes, feeling warm and satisfied and sweetly used, and, finally, let sleep sweep me away.


  


  


  Chapter Five


  When my eyes flutter open, I do not know how much time has passed. Very little, I think, as we are still in the same position. But the gentle softness that drew me into sleep is gone, replaced by something cold and panicky.


  I do not remember my dreams, but I am damn certain that my subconscious has been poking her manicured fingernail hard into my ass.


  I don’t want to wake him, and so I gently lift his arm, then slide out from under it. He doesn’t move, and I take a moment to sit on the edge of the bed and look at him. Even in sleep there’s a strength to him, and he really is so damn good-looking that I could just sit here all day drinking him in.


  He makes me feel amazing—sensual, sexual, special. But it’s not just sex. There’s something about Ryan Hunter—about the way we connect—that makes me smile. We click. We always have, even without the touching, the fucking.


  I like him, I think.


  More than that, I could love him.


  The thought churns up that undercurrent of panic, making it rise to the top. Turning my skin cold and prickly.


  The last time I fell for a guy, I got my heart ripped out and stomped upon. Bryan Raine, a narcissistic asshole who was a major catalyst for The Plan. A man who pulled me in and twisted me up.


  Granted, Bryan Raine isn’t even worthy to lick Ryan’s boots, but when you get down to it, my panic isn’t about Ryan. It’s about me.


  And I fucked up.


  No matter how amazing these last few hours were—no matter how wonderful he made me feel—I blew it big-time. Like I had with Raine. Like I had with so many guys.


  I mean, for fuck’s sake, all I asked of myself was that I go home and get my shit together. And then one hot guy tells me he wants me in his bed, and I start panting like a bitch in heat.


  Pathetic.


  Frustrated and angry with myself, I stand up. My phone is on the bedside table, and I can see on the lock screen that I’ve missed a call. I take it with me to the bathroom, and as I’m in there I listen to the voice message. It’s from Georgia Myers, the head of programming for the network television affiliate I’d auditioned for in Dallas.


  I listen, my heart pounding faster and faster, as she offers me the job.


  “I understand you’re currently out of town, but I’m still hoping that you can start right away. This is a little unorthodox, but our public relations director used to work in Los Angeles, and she has some contacts in the film industry. You may be aware that the new Derrick Johnson movie is filming in Las Vegas,” she adds, referring to the hottest new director in town. “We’ve actually been granted access to some of the cast. It’s a pretty big coup for a local affiliate station, and we’re very excited by the opportunity.”


  She continues, asking me to call and let her know if I can take the job and, if so, if I can get to Vegas quickly. She’ll find out who among the cast is available for an interview and e-mail me the research material.


  That pounding in my chest increases as my panic takes on a new quality. A this-is-a-fucking-awesome-opportunity I-don’t-want-to-screw-it-up quality.


  I won’t, I think. I can’t.


  I can do this job. I look good on camera. I’m comfortable talking with people. This is the kind of job I want. The kind of job I need.


  It’s the kind of job in which I can prove myself—and the kind of job that can lead me right back to Los Angeles when I’m clear.


  In other words, it’s step one of The Plan already checked off the list.


  I start to race out of the bathroom, eager to tell Ryan—and then I pull myself up short in the doorway. What the hell am I doing?


  I could get used to this, I’d thought as I slid out of bed earlier.


  And damn me all to hell, it was true. I could get used to it. Already he’s filled my head and knocked me off center. Already, he is the first person I wanted to share good news with.


  Oh, god. Oh, god. I really have fucked up and good. I should have walked away. Should have told him no.


  But I’m a goddamn wimp who can’t even stick to her own decisions. Who gets so twisted up by a man she can’t even manage to follow her own path.


  Worse than that, I let him take control. I let him get close. I dropped my shields and surrendered totally.


  I’ve given him the power to hurt me—and I know goddamn well that eventually he will do just that.


  They always do.


  How had I screwed it up so badly? I’d gone from being determined to stand strong and get my shit together to drowning in the residue of all my bad choices.


  I look at the man sleeping soundly in the bed. I know what will happen when he wakes. He will soothe my tears, tell me it will be okay. He’ll heal my wounds with kisses, and before I know it, I’ll be on my back with his cock inside me, my job and my plan all but forgotten.


  I tell myself I am strong enough to resist. That I will tell him and then simply walk away.


  But I know better. I want him—his touch, his kisses. If he wakes, I will stay.


  And I will hate myself—and him—for it.


  I turn, lost, and stumble back to the bathroom counter. I blink back tears and stare at my reflection. “Do something,” I say to the girl who looks back at me. “Fix this.”


  And so I do the only thing I can think to do—I run.


  


  


  Chapter Six


  I’m sorry.


  That’s all I wrote on the note that I left on the bedside table. I wanted to say more, but I’m not good at saying the words, and I’m even worse at psychoanalyzing myself.


  And I’m certain that I had to go—I have to get my shit together, and you scare the crap out of me wouldn’t have been the best approach, even if it was true.


  I’ve been driving for two hours now, and the sun has long since disappeared behind the San Bernardino mountains that fill my rearview mirror.


  I’d made my escape quietly, wearing only the jeans and T-shirt that I’d left in the bathroom, and taking only my purse and phone. I’d brought a suitcase with me to California, of course, and my suite was littered with shopping bags. But I hadn’t bothered with any of that because there was no way for me to pack and not wake up Ryan.


  So I’d run, knowing full well that I could call Gregory, Damien’s valet, in the morning and have him gather my things and ship them to my parents in Texas.


  As for the Vegas job—well, I had makeup in my purse, but I guess I’d just have to suck it up and shop for clothes. I figured that counted as retail therapy, and even considering the damage that I would undoubtedly do to my credit card, it would be cheaper than a round of sessions with a shrink.


  I’d taken the Ferrari from where Damien had left it for me in his impressive underground garage. It had taken concentration to get out of Malibu because I tend to get turned around on all the twisting roads, but as soon as I hit the highway, I started thinking about Ryan. About leaving.


  About the way he made me feel.


  Twice, I reached for my phone, then yanked my hand back before I could close my fingers tight around it. When I reached for it a third time, I snatched it up, then powered the damn thing off and tossed it in the glove box.


  Out of sight, out of mind. Except while that worked to stifle the urge to call him, it did nothing to stifle the thoughts and memories and emotions that rattled in my head. The memory of his mouth upon me, his cock inside me. The image of his face as he gazed at me with such tenderness. My own admonitions telling me to run—to get clear. Ryan’s stern pronouncement that he liked me wild—but that he wouldn’t let me walk.


  But I did walk—hell, I did more than walk. I ran.


  And now, on the road, I am second-guessing myself all over again.


  Fuck it.


  I’ve been listening to my own thoughts for two hours and I can’t stand it anymore. I check the mirrors to confirm that I’m the only car on this stretch of Interstate 15, then snatch my phone out of the glove box and power it back on.


  I fiddle with the radio until I finally figure out how to set it for auxiliary and turn on Bluetooth. A few more adjustments, and I’m jamming to one of the many playlists I keep on my phone. A mix of classic and new rock, along with a few heavy metal songs to add a little pop to the mix. It’s loud enough and rough enough to keep me from thinking—and that is exactly what I want.


  Considering how densely populated Los Angeles is, this stretch of California is like culture shock. I passed Barstow at least thirty minutes ago, and since then I’ve seen only one other car on the road. More recently, a sign announced the town of Yermo, but it must have been off the highway because as I cruised by in the dark, I’d seen nothing but the long, narrow tunnel of my own headlights.


  Honestly, it’s a little freaky.


  I’ve made the drive from Los Angeles to Vegas a number of times, so I know more or less where I am and that I have about two hours of absolute nothingness ahead of me until I see the brilliance of Vegas filling up the night sky. That means I’ll be rolling into town just after midnight, which is fine by me. The city will still be hopping. I can grab some breakfast at a diner, and then I can go crash.


  Sex—and my nap—had reinvigorated me some, but I am starting to fade again. It’s hard not to when I am blanketed in black, lost in the seemingly endless abyss of the Mojave Desert at night.


  The car shudders slightly, and I frown, wondering if I’ve just run over some debris. When it does it again, I click off the music so that I can actually think. I check the rearview mirror, but I can see nothing there in the pitch black.


  I take my hands off the steering wheel, but the Ferrari continues straight, so I rule out a flat tire. It shudders again and then slows. I press harder on the accelerator, but that does nothing. Automatically, my eyes go to the gas gauge, but I still have almost half a tank, so that isn’t the problem. Maybe it’s something electrical? Or maybe—


  Shit.


  Damien had warned me about the broken gas gauge at least a million times, and Nikki had reminded me again earlier today. And still all it took was a gorgeous man to completely empty my head of any and all useful facts.


  And now I’m going to have to wait for AAA, which, of course, will take forever.


  I steer onto the shoulder, but keep my foot on the accelerator, living the absurd fantasy that maybe I’ll reach a convenience store, gas station, five-star hotel. Something.


  But when the Ferrari gives its last gasp of life, I look out as far as the headlights reach and see absolutely nothing. I look left and right, hoping to see the flicker of light from a house or from a business.


  Nothing.


  Neither are there lights approaching in my rearview mirror or coming toward me, westbound toward the coast.


  Shit.


  Apparently, I’m stuck. Isn’t that just peachy?


  I put the car in park, kill the engine, and turn on the hazard lights. Then I snatch up my phone and search my contacts for the 800 number for AAA, but when I dial, the call immediately fails. I spit out a curse, then try again, and only when the call fails once more do I think to glance at my phone’s signal strength.


  No service.


  What the fuck? How can there be no service? This is America for fuck’s sake, where everyone and their dog has a cell phone and wants to be able to use it. And, seriously, isn’t one of the primary reasons for owning a cell phone so that you can make a call when you’re in trouble? And yet the Powers That Be don’t put cell towers in scary, empty parts of the country where stranded women may need to make a phone call so that they don’t have to wait in a Ferrari for the next car—which just might be driven by a sex-crazed psychopath?


  I exhale, pissed, and beat my palm against the steering wheel. Then I open my door, thinking that I’ll just start walking.


  Then I immediately close my door and lock it because the walking plan is just about as stupid as it gets, especially now that I have sex-crazed psychopaths on the brain.


  Okay. Fine. This is not a problem.


  Well, yes it is. But it’s not an insurmountable problem.


  I pull my phone out again and stare at the screen as if that will magically make a signal appear.


  Since I do not actually have magical abilities, nothing happens. But I open my text messaging program anyway. I read somewhere that text messages don’t require as strong a signal, and also that the strength of a cell tower’s signal changes all the time. So maybe if I send a text, eventually it will find a signal and flitter away to its destination.


  Clearly, there is a reason that I am an actress and not an engineer. But I figure that even if it doesn’t help, it won’t hurt.


  I open the messaging app and stare at the phone. Because the first person I think of to text is Ryan—and yet how the hell am I supposed to phrase it? Sorry I skipped out on you. Please come save me.


  Somehow, that doesn’t work for me.


  I consider texting Sylvia, Damien’s secretary with whom Nikki and I have become friends, but I’m certain that she will simply send Ryan. He is, after all, Stark International’s security dude. Evelyn Dodge, my friend and pseudo-agent, would be a great choice, but I happen to know that she and her lover Blaine left around lunchtime for a Manhattan getaway.


  I tell myself I’m being stupid. That Ryan will be mad, yes, but he won’t leave me stranded. I’m his boss’s new wife’s best friend, after all. So even if he doesn’t come himself, he’ll send someone else.


  Besides, odds are the text will never go through.


  I spend a few moments thinking about it, then decide on the message.


  Sorry I bolted, but I need help. Stranded on the 15 just past Yermo. Please?


  I read it once more, then press “send” before I can talk myself out of it. Then I put in my headphones, turn my music back on, lean back in my seat, and wait.


  If nothing else, I figure I’ll be rescued come morning. There will be more traffic, for one thing, and maybe even the highway patrol.


  As it turns out, I don’t have to wait that long.


  Not even five minutes have passed when I see the flash of lights in the rearview mirror. I turn off the music and watch the car approach. I can’t tell what kind it is; all I can see is the glare of the lights as it crawls closer and closer, moving at a snail’s pace now.


  It is still on the highway, but as I watch it slides to the right, pulling off onto the shoulder. Then it eases forward until it is right behind me.


  I expect the driver to kill the lights, but he or she doesn’t, and I am left sitting there in my Please Carjack Me Now Ferrari with sex fiends on my mind.


  My pulse starts to beat more quickly, and I curse myself for not getting the tire iron out of the trunk. Because there’s not a damn thing I can use as a weapon inside the vehicle—not unless I intend to beat someone senseless with my iPhone.


  I am astounded at my naiveté and pissed off at my own stupidity. I passed through Barstow with its stretch of gas stations and I was so busy trying not to think that I didn’t think. And now here I am, trapped in a car with Ted Bundy parked behind me.


  I check the phone once more, but it still shows no signal.


  Fuck.


  I see the door to the car open, and someone gets out. A man, I think, though I can see very little in the dark in my mirror.


  I check the door locks again and am relieved to find them secure.


  He is approaching the car now, walking with the light at his back so that he appears as only the shadow of a man. I tell myself to be calm, that he is probably just a Good Samaritan. That most serial killers are not trolling the interstates.


  I know it. I believe it, and I’m still scared shitless. Terrified that Ryan will get my text and two hours later will arrive at the Ferrari to find me battered and bloodied and very much dead.


  Stop it. Just stop it, already.


  And then he’s there—his torso right by my window—and his firm rap on the door combines with my nerves to rip a scream from my throat.


  The man bends down, and I suck in a gasp that is part surprise, part fear, part wonder.


  Because I’m staring at a man who can’t possibly be there.


  I’m staring at Ryan Hunter.


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  I fly out of the car, then pound my fists on his chest. “Dammit, Ryan! Goddammit, you scared me to death!”


  He pulls me close and strokes my back, waiting for me to calm down. I breathe him in, letting his familiar scent soothe me, letting his strength calm me. “It’s okay, kitten. You’re fine. Come on, Jamie. You’re safe.”


  I hold tight, breathing deep until the terror has passed and I feel calm again.


  Calm and mortified.


  I ease out of his arms, taking a step backward. The night is so thick that I can see his face only in the thin light from the Ferrari’s interior that spills out from the still-open door. I see the concern. The hint of worry that is fading in his eyes now that I am steady again.


  I don’t want to see the anger that I know is coming, and yet I can’t stand here and pretend to still be scared just so that I can put off the inevitable.


  I draw in a breath, tilt my head back so that I can see him, and whisper, “I’m sorry.”


  I expect anger. I expect fury. But the soul-deep sadness that fills his eyes is more than I can handle.


  “Hunter,” I say, my voice choked. “Please, just let me—”


  He nods at the car parked behind the Ferrari. “Get in,” he says in a voice that broaches no argument.


  “But—” I lick my lips. “I can’t go back. I have to get to Vegas.”


  “I’ll take you where you need to go, Jamie,” he says, and now I hear the anger bubbling up from somewhere dark and deep. “Now get in the goddamn car.”


  Since he is more than capable of simply picking me up and tossing me inside—and since at the moment he looks prepared to do just that—I do as he says.


  It’s a Mercedes, smooth and sleek with a leather interior and that incredible new-car smell. I put the seat belt on, kick off my shoes, and draw my knees to my chest.


  I watch as he leans into the Ferrari, then emerges with the keys and my phone. He comes to the Mercedes, opens the door, and gets in without saying a word.


  For a moment, he just sits there, and I think that he is finally going to speak. Then he presses the button to start the car, puts it in gear, and pulls onto the highway. In seconds, the Ferrari is behind us, and I twist in my seat to watch it disappear in the distance.


  “We can’t just leave it.”


  He looks at me, and I swear if he stays silent I’m going to scream. Thankfully, he answers. “I’ll take care of it.” His words are clipped. Measured. “I’ll have someone get her to Vegas.”


  “Good,” I say. “Perfect.”


  He looks at me curiously, but doesn’t ask why I’m determined to reach Vegas before Texas, and so I decide not to tell. Instead, I ask what is on my mind. “How did you find me?”


  “I’m the head of security for Stark International. Do you really think I’d allow Damien to drive a car that doesn’t have a tracking device installed?”


  “Oh.” I frown. That hadn’t occurred to me. And I suppose if it had, I would have assumed the device had been removed once Damien gave the car to me. “Okay, then.” I lick my lips. “In that case, why did you follow me?”


  The muscle in his jaw tightens, and I brace myself for the explosion. But when he speaks, his voice is surprisingly soft. “You left in a hurry, without any of your things. I was worried,” he says, taking his eyes off the road to look at me. “Turns out I had reason to be.”


  I nod. “Thank you,” I say. And then I add, “I really am sorry.”


  He doesn’t answer, and a thick, uncomfortable silence fills the car.


  I want to reach for him, to put my hand on his.


  I want to give him comfort, but I know that is something I am no longer entitled to do. So instead I lean my head back and close my eyes, giving in to the sudden, cloying exhaustion that has settled upon me.


  I don’t plan to sleep, but I must have dozed off because I am jerked awake when the car slows and the texture of the pavement beneath the tires changes.


  I blink out the window and see a small, squat building in front of us.


  “Where are we?” I ask sleepily.


  “Baker,” he says. “We’re staying here until morning.”


  “What? But I need to get to Vegas.”


  “Not past midnight you don’t. And I’d rather you get there alive.” He pulls into a parking space and kills the engine. Then he turns to face me. “I’m tired, Jamie. I was up all night before the wedding, and then throughout the party. I didn’t get much sleep after that, either,” he adds.


  He looks at me, his expression cool. “I’m running on fumes, and I know you are, too. So we are staying here, and we are going to sleep.”


  “Fine,” I say because what else is there to say?


  As far as I can tell, this is the only motel in Baker, and it’s tiny. It’s also almost completely sold out, which I find surprising. There is only one room, and it has a king-size bed. When Ryan tells me this, I stoically nod my head. Secretly, though, I am worried. I ran because I believed it was the right choice—and because I am weak.


  I am still weak, and simply having him nearby makes me weaker. I cannot remember ever being as affected by a man as I am by Ryan Hunter. And if he makes a move during the night, I’m not at all certain I will have the strength to say no.


  Because the truth is, though I am certain that going back to Texas is the right thing, I regret the way I ran from him. I regret even more the nights I lost with him.


  Maybe The Plan really is only about Texas. And maybe taking the memory of Ryan Hunter back with me would have made me stronger.


  And maybe I’m pulling rationalizations out of my ass to justify sleeping with him in this tiny hotel.


  Right. Best to just not go there.


  The room is small and dingy and smells like old socks. There is a lumpy bed and a threadbare armchair.


  I sit in the armchair.


  Ryan doesn’t sit at all. Instead he paces, and I know him well enough to see that he is debating something. I presume it’s whether or not to yell at me.


  I decide to dive in. I figure I owe him that much. “I’m sorry,” I say for about the four millionth time.


  He sighs, then sits on the edge of the bed facing me. “Just tell me why. Because honestly, Jamie, I’m baffled. I thought we were having a good time. I know damn well that I was.”


  “Me, too,” I say, my voice small but earnest.


  “And I thought we’d reached an understanding. I thought I’d made it perfectly clear that I wasn’t going to be one of the men you tossed away. And I sure as hell thought that we were on the same page about you not simply sneaking away.”


  “I fucked up,” I say. My breath shudders and I feel tears sting my eyes. “I didn’t want to hurt you. Or piss you off.”


  “You managed both,” he says, and when I look at his face, I see something vulnerable in his eyes.


  I open my mouth to say that I’m sorry again, but then I stay silent. I have said those empty words too many times already.


  “Dammit, Jamie.” He sounds ripped up, and I force myself not to reach for him when he kneels down in front of me, his hands on my knees. “I want you, make no mistake. But if I can’t have you in my bed, I still want you in my life.”


  My heart stutters. He’s speaking words of friendship, not just sex. Of a connection that’s more than just physical. It scares me—but even as I want to shrink away, I also can’t deny the little spark of hope that is now dancing inside me.


  He reaches up and strokes my cheek. “I care about you,” he says. “And I thought—”


  “What?” I’m breathless.


  “I thought you felt the same.”


  “I do. It’s just—” I stand up and run my fingers through my hair, trying to find the words. “You’ve seen me. And I know you’ve heard stories. It’s not like I keep my private life a secret, and that whole fiasco with Bryan Raine was all over the tabloids.”


  Raine is an up-and-coming movie star, and it hadn’t ended well. Primarily because he was a selfish, self-absorbed prick who decided to dump me because it would be better for his career to screw an actress with clout.


  “I fuck around,” I say, which pretty much sums up my entire adult life. “And it’s messed me up a lot. Bryan messed with my head. And then I went and slept with one of my best friends, and we managed to fuck that relationship up, too.”


  I’m rattling my thoughts out, not sure if I’m revealing too much or too little, if I’m pushing him away or driving him closer.


  “But then with you,” I continue. “I’ve never felt so—” I shake my head because I’m not going there. “It was amazing,” I say, backtracking. “But the timing was completely messed up. I was already supposed to go back. I was already deep into The Plan.”


  “The Plan?”


  “The whole reason I moved back to Texas in the first place. I need to get my head on straight. I’ve done a hell of a lot of dumb stuff.”


  “Everyone’s done dumb stuff, kitten,” he says. “Running isn’t going to make you smarter. It just puts more distance between you and the problem.”


  I shake my head. “It’s not about distance. It’s not even about avoiding sex. Not really. But sex knocks me off track, and I need to stay strong.”


  “All right,” he says. “But if it’s not about distance and not about sex, then what is it about?”


  That’s a good question, and not one I was sure I had the answer to. “It’s about...I guess it’s about figuring out who you are. Who I am. Does that sound foolish?”


  He shakes his head, then moves to sit back on the bed opposite my chair. “No,” he says. “It doesn’t. Do you think you’re going to figure it out in Texas?”


  “Yeah,” I say. “By way of Vegas,” I add, and then tell him about the job.


  “It sounds like an excellent opportunity,” he says.


  “It is. And I think I’ll be good at it.”


  “I know you will.” He stands up, paces the room, then stops in front of me. “All right,” he says.


  I’m confused. “All right?”


  “I’m not going to argue with you, and I’m certainly not going to force you. If you think you need to make a quest and go home, then I won’t stop you.”


  His expression is warm but intense. “I already know who you are, Jamie Archer. But I also know you have to figure it out on your own.”


  His phone chimes, and he pulls it from his pocket, then glances at me, amused. “You texted me to rescue you?”


  “I—oh. Yeah. Sorry. I realize it’s a little weird seeing as how I walked out on you, but...” I trail off in a shrug. “You were the first one I thought to text, so I tried to think of other people. But I couldn’t, and so...at any rate, it doesn’t matter. You rescued me even before I asked.”


  He moves back in front of me, then reaches down and pulls me to my feet. “Thank you,” he says simply.


  I shake my head in confusion. “For what?”


  “For knowing that I will always be there for you, no matter what.”


  “Ryan...” My voice is soft and full of emotion. Because he is right. I do know that, and the knowledge wraps around me like a soft blanket.


  He smiles in what I think is understanding. Then the smile intensifies, and a hint of amusement touches his lips. “If getting to Texas is what you need, then I’ll get you there. First Vegas, then on to Dallas.”


  “I can drive myself,” I say.


  “Maybe,” he says. “But do you really want to? I provide a quality transportation service,” he adds with a cocky grin. “And all for a very reasonable price.”


  “Price,” I repeat, amused. “What kind of price?”


  “I’ll make you a deal,” he says. “And since we’re going to Vegas, we’ll let roulette decide the terms.”


  “I’m still not following you,” I say.


  “Then let me be more clear. One spin of the roulette wheel. Black, you pay me. Red, you fuck me.”


  I gape at him. “But I just told you. Getting my head straight. Sex. How it messes me up, and—”


  “You said it wasn’t about avoiding sex. Just that sex knocks you off track. But I’ll be keeping you on track, Jamie. First Vegas, then Dallas, and then I go back to LA, no questions asked.”


  “I—”


  “We won’t be dating,” he says. “Nothing like that. Just the same terms as before.” The heat in his voice is unmistakable. “You. At my mercy.”


  I swallow. My head says I should say no, but every other part of my body is screaming for me to say yes.


  I lick my lips. “And the payment? If it’s black, I mean?”


  “I’m salaried at Stark International. But I’ll calculate my hourly rate. We can start the clock when we arrive in Vegas.”


  I narrow my eyes. “How much exactly,” I demand. He does a quick calculation and tells me a number that comes near to making me faint.


  “Are you insane? I can’t afford that.”


  “Well then,” he says with a wicked grin, “you’d better hope for red.”


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  Because we slept until almost noon and then had an absolutely fabulous breakfast of greasy eggs, bacon, and melt-in-your-mouth biscuits at the motel’s dive of a coffee shop, it is already past four when we finally roll into Vegas.


  Even in the daylight, the city feels alive.


  If Manhattan is your snooty stepmother and Los Angeles your hippie brother, then Las Vegas is your crazy-ass cousin who doesn’t know what to be when he grows up.


  Everything is gaudy, bright, and larger than life. Paris bumps up against Egypt, and the whole place has a Disneyland feel to it.


  It’s probably terribly wrong of me to love it, but I do. Especially the Strip, where all the biggest and best casinos and hotels line up like a receiving line, welcoming everyone, from people with Stark-like billions all the way down to me, with my nearly empty checking account.


  I gawk out the window as we drive, feeling a bit like an eager puppy taking in the sights. I don’t even gamble much, and I still love Vegas. I think I feel a camaraderie with it. We’re both a little bit tacky sometimes.


  We pass the iconic Caesar’s Palace, and moments later, pull up in front of the magnificent Starfire Resort. The drive circles a fountain, and I watch, mesmerized as colorful columns of water rise and fall.


  A bellman hurries to open my door while a valet takes the car from Ryan.


  “Shall we?” Ryan asks, taking my arm.


  “I’ve never stayed here before,” I say. “I’m pretty much a low-rent end of the Strip kind of girl.”


  “You’ll love it. And I’m not surprised the producers are putting the actors up here. Starfire is one of the most luxurious hotels on the Strip.”


  I’d received the follow-up e-mail from Georgia while we were on the road. The station has booked me a room at the Starfire, and I have an interview scheduled the next morning with Ellison Ward, a British actor who is all the rage now that he’s won an Oscar. They’ve even flown in a cameraman to do the filming. All I need to do is review the file, tweak the suggested questions, and not screw up.


  When I first read the e-mail, I was surprised that a Dallas station could arrange a one-on-one with somebody of Ward’s stature. But after I read the research material, I understood. Apparently Ward’s mother lived in Texas for a few years and had a fondness for The Metroplex that she’d passed on to her son.


  Honestly, it was quite a coup for the station and for me. Undoubtedly, the piece would go national, and I’d get some serious exposure, all of which would help in my quest to get back to LA someday.


  That, of course, only made the “don’t screw up” part of the equation all the more important.


  An efficient young woman in a pencil-style skirt and tailored blouse meets us as we step into the stunning lobby decorated in what I think is an Art Deco style. “Mr. Hunter, Ms. Archer. We have you all set. Would you like to follow me?”


  “That’s okay,” Ryan says. “We need to go to the casino first. The room is ready?”


  The girl nods. “Absolutely. Enjoy your stay, and don’t hesitate to ring if you need anything.”


  I glance at Ryan, slightly confused. “Efficient staff.”


  “Very,” he says as she moves across the tiled floor to the registration desk.


  “Time for roulette?” I ask, the word alone sending a few tingles running through me.


  He trails his fingers down my arm. “Roulette,” he confirms.


  The casino opens off the lobby, and we can hear the noise and bluster as we head down the set of staircases to the wide, slot-machine lined entrance. It’s like entering a different world. Noise and lights. The chatter of patrons, the calls of the staff. And beneath it all, the clink and clank of coins.


  “This way,” he says, leading me down a tiled path that is cut through the carpeted areas that hold the banks of slot machines, tables for blackjack and other card games, craps, and the like. We find the roulette tables on the far side, and by the time we arrive, I feel as though I have walked a thousand miles.


  “Pick your table,” he says, and since they all seem the same to me, I choose the closest one. He pulls a fifty dollar casino chip out of his jacket pocket, which strikes me as a bit odd since I never saw him exchange any money for chips. I don’t have time to think about it, though, because he places the chip in my hand and tells me to bet.


  Immediately, I put the chip on red.


  Ryan laughs, then lifts my hand and kisses my fingertips, the touch as gentle as a butterfly’s wing and at least as sensual.


  “What’s so funny?” I ask.


  “You’re giving away your secrets, kitten,” he says, nodding to the table where I’d placed my bet. “You know what red means.”


  “I do,” I say, and then, because I’m feeling bold and I really do want it, I move to his side and lift myself up on my toes so that I can whisper in his ear. “It means that I’m at your mercy,” I say, and then slowly—very slowly—I run my tongue over the curve of his ear.


  I’m holding on to him as I do it, one hand on his shoulder, the other on his back. I feel the way his body tightens beneath my touch. I hear the low groan that he tries to stifle, and, yes, I smile.


  “Naughty,” he whispers as I lower myself. But I just gaze innocently at the table and the wheel that has started to spin.


  I hold my breath as the ball bounces, around and around, and then—yes—it lands on red. I glance sideways and see that Ryan is watching me. I smile triumphantly. “I had to want red,” I tease. “There was no way I could come up with enough cash to pay you.”


  He laughs. “Fair enough, kitten. I promise, though, that I’ll make sure that landing on red was very much worth it. For both of us.” He nods at the table as the croupier pays out our winnings. “Care to stay in the casino and gamble a bit longer? I’m feeling lucky.”


  “I’m feeling lucky, too,” I say. “And I absolutely do not want to stay.”


  He makes a noise I interpret as satisfaction, then pockets our winnings. He takes my arm and leads me out of the casino. I’m completely turned around, but I’m pretty sure we’ve been moving away from the lobby. My instinct is confirmed when I realize that we are in a wide-open, bright shopping area. The ceiling is a mural of the sky, arching across the space above our heads from sunrise on one side to sunset on the other, with day and night between.


  In the area in which we are standing, the night sky is spread above us, and thousands of small electric lights wink down at us. It’s cheesy, but it’s also romantic, and when Ryan takes my hand to lead me through the mall, I cannot stifle my little sigh of contentment.


  For right now, anyway, all is well in my world.


  Like most of the shops on the pricier section of the Strip, the ones that fill this mall are high-end, full of designer goods and hefty price tags. Those extravagant items are balanced with markdowns so that the overall result is a store full of products for both the lucky and not-so-lucky gambler.


  We pass by a window display overflowing with diamonds and emeralds, along with price tags that make clear that this is not the store for part-time gamblers and two-bit winners. This is where the high rollers come to shop.


  Ryan takes my hand and leads me inside.


  “That would look lovely on your wrist,” he says, pointing to a diamond and platinum bracelet that costs more than my condo.


  “You’re insane,” I say.


  He grins at me. “Not your style?”


  “No,” I admit because my taste tends toward funkier.


  He eyes me critically, his gaze skimming up and down. “No,” he murmurs, “you’re right. You need something more...” His voice drifts off as he walks the length of the glass counter. A clerk comes by, apparently sniffing a sale, but Ryan waves him away with a flick of his hand. “Like this,” he says, pointing to a circle of lovely pounded silver. It is a choker-style necklace made so that it catches the light at a variety of angles. There is a hinge on the back with a pin that fits through a corresponding cylinder to keep the thing in place. At the center there is a single loop upon which one could hang a charm.


  “It’s lovely,” I say.


  “It’s practical,” he says.


  I raise a brow in question.


  “The loop,” he says. “So simple to attach a leash.”


  Oh. I swallow. “It’s like a slave collar,” I say, then lick my lips. “Is that why you think it suits me?” I say in a voice full of challenge. “Because right now, I belong to you?”


  He looks straight at me. “Yes.” The word is simple and direct and so full of meaning it makes me tremble. I think of the way he bound me back in Malibu. The pleasure of surrendering to his mercy.


  I remember, and it makes me wet.


  I turn, then leave the store, going back out into the mall, my breath now shallow.


  He follows me, and when I look up to meet his eyes, I find I cannot read his expression.


  “Did you leave because the idea makes you uncomfortable?”


  I consider lying. It would be so easy to just say the words and walk away.


  But I don’t want to. I want the truth between us. I want to see where we go. “No,” I say. “I left because I like it.”


  His expression doesn’t change. Only the slight increase in the tension of his jaw lets me know that my answer has gotten to him. “All right,” he says, and then continues to walk down the wide, store-lined corridor.


  I follow, a little on edge. I’m not sure he understands my confession. Or, if he does, what that means for me.


  As far as I can tell, though, the subject is dropped.


  “So what are we shopping for?” I ask after five minutes have passed in silence.


  “You, of course.” He gestures to the jeans and T-shirt I’ve been wearing for two days now. “You can’t live in those clothes.”


  The man has a point.


  “At the very least, you’ll need something for dinner tonight,” he says. “And something for tomorrow’s interview. Here,” he says, pausing in front of a store wherein every item probably costs more than my entire credit card limit.


  “I can’t afford this,” I whisper as we step through the door.


  He shoots me an amused expression. “I can.”


  The store is apparently arranged by layer, and the first thing I see when we enter is a bin with lingerie. He reaches in and pulls out a pair of thong-style panties. He looks at them, then looks at me. I try to keep a straight face, but the whole idea of him picking out my panties is amusing me. “Why bother?” I finally say. “I’m just going to take them off.”


  “I certainly hope so,” he replies with at least as much humor. “But that’s part of the fun.”


  I swallow because he’s definitely called that right.


  He lifts a finger to signal a salesgirl, and she comes running. He hands her the panties, along with a few other pairs in assorted colors, then tells her we need a business outfit and an evening gown. She practically genuflects toward the both of us as she leads us further back to the uncluttered displays of designer clothing.


  We handle the interview suit first, and as Ryan waits on a low, black leather couch, I go into the dressing room to change. I try on three options and end up going with a classic black suit and a white silk shell. It’s more conservative than my usual style, but when we match it with three-inch black pumps, I can’t deny that I look sexy as hell.


  “You’re going to knock ‘em dead.”


  “Hopefully not Ellison Ward,” I say. “It would be one hell of a story, but I’d rather have the interview in my portfolio.”


  He laughs and kisses me, then signals again for the salesgirl and tells her we’re ready to see evening wear.


  Though all the dresses she suggests are stunning, there is only one that I truly fall in love with. It is modeled after Marilyn Monroe’s dress from The Seven Year Itch, the one with the full skirt that blows up when she stands over the subway grate. I love the way it drapes and the way the halter is both revealing and subtle. Most of all, I love the flirty, flippy skirt.


  I hope it looks as good on me as it does on the hanger.


  “Try it on,” Ryan says, but this time he follows me to the dressing room. I see the clerk’s eyes widen, but Ryan simply smiles. “I’ll be joining the lady.”


  “Oh. Of course.”


  She backs away but not before giving Ryan a quick once-over. Then she glances at me. I have the distinct impression that right then, she would very much like to trade places with me.


  I resist the urge to gloat and move into the dressing room, my skin tingly and my pulse pounding.


  “What exactly are you doing?” I ask when he latches the door behind him.


  “Watching you.” He takes a seat on the upholstered ottoman that takes up one corner of the dressing room.


  Since this is a high-end store, the dressing room is reasonably sized and the doors go all the way to the floor, providing genuine privacy. I face the three-way mirror and peel off my T-shirt and jeans, all the while watching Ryan’s face in the reflection. He is making no effort to hide the heat, the desire, and I run my teeth over my lower lip, wishing that he would touch me.


  He doesn’t, though, and so I continue gamely on. Since the dress is backless, I unfasten my bra, then let it fall to the floor. I meet Ryan’s eyes in the mirror, then draw my hands down over my breasts, my nipples as hard as beads, and then down to my tiny panties. I leave those on—though I’m tempted to strip fully.


  But this isn’t my show. The game is that I am at Ryan’s mercy, not the other way around, and though I am frustrated that he has yet to touch me, I can’t deny that I enjoy the tease—as well as this rising anticipation, so keen that it prickles my skin, making me aware of even the simple brush of air against me.


  I take the dress off the hanger, then slip it on. It fits like a dream and feels like one against my skin. I stroke my hands over the soft material of the skirt, then give a little gasp of delight when I discover the hidden pocket.


  I do a twirl for Ryan to show it off, then turn the pocket out. “I love this,” I say. “The dress and the pocket. It’s very retro. So a girl doesn’t have to take her purse for an evening out. This is all you need for a credit card, a key, maybe even a small lipstick.”


  “I’ll carry whatever you need tonight,” he says. “And I’m less interested in pockets than in the way you look. And Jamie, you look amazing.”


  I turn back around to face my reflection, and I have to agree. My summer tan makes the white dress look even more vibrant, and there’s something about the shape of it that flatters me, showing off all my curves to just the right effect.


  Right now, my hair is in a very messy ponytail, but I can imagine it piled upon my head. I’ll wear minimal makeup, just a light gloss of mascara and blood-red lipstick.


  Yeah, I think, I want this dress. I want to be on Ryan’s arm in this dress.


  “I love it,” I tell him.


  He stands and moves behind me. I expect him to touch me, but he doesn’t. But he is standing so close that I can feel his heat, his presence, and I pull it close around me, drawing in the thought of him. Feeling safe. And, yes, feeling loved.


  When I meet his eyes in the mirror, my smile is tentative, even a little shy. And even so, the moment is perfect. “Thank you,” I say.


  “For the dress?”


  “For everything.”


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  Ryan carries the garment bag as we move across the Starfire lobby to the guest elevators.


  “Remind me to get a picture of me in the dress,” I say. “I want to e-mail it to my mom. She’d absolutely love it. Although Daddy would love it more. On her,” I add, glancing sideways at him. “He loves to dress my mom up and take her out.”


  “How long have they been married?”


  “Almost thirty years. I’m an only, which isn’t surprising.” I say the last without thinking and immediately regret it.


  “Why’s that?”


  I shrug. I don’t really want to get into it, and yet at the same time, I like talking to Ryan. He understands so much even without me speaking. And while I adore my parents, I also know that they’re constantly under the surface in everything I do.


  Nikki gets it, but compared to her life, mine is roses and candy.


  I draw in a breath as we wait for the elevator, then lift a shoulder. “It sounds goofy, but they’re so much in love that it scares me sometimes.”


  “I’m not following.”


  “I told you it sounded silly.” I try to explain what it was like growing up with them. “I was like the third person on a hot date,” I say. “They loved me, don’t get me wrong, but we never felt like a family unit. There was always them. Or maybe them plus me. There was never us.” I shrug again. “Like I said, it sounds stupid and petty.”


  “No,” he says gently. “It doesn’t. Your parents are your first conception of love, the first object of your love. You love them wholly and unconditionally, and expect that back. When you don’t get that in return, it colors everything.”


  I gape at him, amazed that he understands so completely what it has taken me a lifetime to wrap my head around. And since he understands, I tell him the rest. “The thing is, my mom used to want to go to law school. And my dad loved to paint. But neither one does that anymore. My dad didn’t want my mom to be away so much, so she never pursued her degree. And Mom doesn’t give a crap about painting, so he stopped doing it. They’re still deliriously happy together, but they’ve lost something. Part of themselves, I guess.”


  I don’t say the next. I don’t tell him that it terrifies me. That I’m afraid that’s what happens when you find the one person that you love in all the world—they draw you into a bubble. A happy bubble, but one that is less vibrant and less colorful than the world you wanted to live in.


  Intellectually, I know that isn’t true. I mean, hell, look at Nikki and Damien—she’s pursuing her dream even more now because Damien has encouraged her—but one example from one friend can’t overshadow my fears.


  I say none of that, but as the elevator arrives and we step on, Ryan looks at me with such tenderness that I can’t help but feel he understands.


  “No matter how much we love them, we all grow up surrounded by our parents’ shit. You’ll either be buried in it and suffocate, or use it for fertilizer and thrive.”


  I stare at him for a moment, then laugh. “You’re right,” I say. “That’s probably the most profound—and disgusting—thing that I’ve heard in a long time.” I laugh again, then lean against him when he pulls me close. “Thank you,” I whisper, then sigh when he dips his head and presses a soft kiss to my hair.


  The elevator lets us off on the forty-seventh floor, just three floors shy of the top level. As far as I can tell, there are only three doors on this floor, and I frown a bit as he stops in front of one with a gold plaque on the door that reads, ES-2.


  He pulls a keycard from his wallet, then opens the door and stands aside as I enter what can only be described as paradise.


  The room has a huge living area, complete with a wet bar and a grand piano. But the furnishings are nothing compared to the view—an entire wall of windows that look out on all of Las Vegas, and if I turn my head to take it all in, I can see from the Stratosphere to the Luxor and beyond.


  The sun has begun to dip low in the horizon, and the light has an orange quality now, as if it is painting the town. The view is stunning, vibrant, and I turn to Ryan in wonder.


  “This isn’t the room that the station booked for me, is it?”


  “No.”


  “This is a Stark International hotel.”


  It’s not a question, but he answers anyway. “Yes.”


  I think back since our arrival. The way the woman welcomed him. The casino chip he had in his pocket. The fact that we didn’t have to check in to get a key. Honestly, I should have realized.


  “Do you live here?”


  He laughs. “No, I live in LA, not far from Damien, only in a much smaller house. But I spend about four weeks out of every year here going over procedure with the staff and auditing all of our security systems and operations. This is one of the executive suites. We all have use of it.”


  “You always carry casino chips in your pocket?”


  “No, but I do tend to keep some in the car. Once we arrived, I grabbed a few.”


  “Oh.” That made sense. “And you have a closet or something here, which is why I’m the only one who had to buy clothes.”


  “Or something,” he confirms. “I keep a suitcase on site. By now, housekeeping should have unpacked and pressed my clothes.”


  I lift a brow. “Must be nice.”


  “I promise you, it is.”


  “So how did you land such a cush job?” I ask as I stroll around the room. “I mean, heading up an entire division for Damien’s umbrella company—I know the guy, and that’s a pretty plum job.”


  “It is,” Ryan says. “But I’m exceptionally good at what I do.”


  I pull out a bottle of wine from the fridge behind the wet bar. There is a corkscrew already sitting out, and I study Ryan as I open the wine. “I believe you. How did you get that way?”


  He takes a seat, his eyes never leaving me. “Law enforcement runs in my family. My great-grandfather was in Scotland Yard, and my grandfather was MI6.”


  “Wow. And your dad?”


  “He disappointed them by moving to Boston. Became a cop. Married a secretary at the district attorney’s office.”


  I laugh as I cross to him, a glass of wine in each hand. “It really is all in the family.”


  “Which is why I was such a disappointment.” He takes the wine, and I plunk myself down on the table in front of him. He sips, then smiles. “I could get used to this.”


  “What?”


  “You, waiting on me.”


  I raise a brow. “I’m yours to command—at least for a few more days.” I lick my lips provocatively, then very deliberately drop my gaze to his crotch. And then, because I’m feeling bold, I lean forward and cup his erection. He is already hard, and knowing that gives me a feminine thrill. “Any time you want,” I whisper. “You just tell me how you want me to service you.”


  I see the tension on his face as he fights for control. “This will do nicely for now,” he says. He nods to the floor. “Come a little closer.”


  I do, getting on my knees in front of him, and I keep up the rhythm, stroking his cock as he tells me his story.


  “I didn’t want to be a cop,” he says. “Christ, Jamie, do you know what you’re doing to me?”


  “I have some idea,” I admit. “Go on.”


  “But when my dad was killed in the line, that’s what everyone expected of me.”


  I pause my hand. “I’m sorry.”


  “Thank you—I was young.” He lays his hand on mine. “Don’t stop.”


  I tilt my head back and meet his eyes, and for a moment I think I will get lost in them. Then he goes on, telling me about how his family rebounded—him, his sister, his mother. “But I still wasn’t interested in wearing the uniform, having the badge. I considered the military, but that wasn’t my thing. I trained—a lot. Martial arts, boxing, weapons. But I wasn’t the military type. I wasn’t the intelligence type, either. Too much chain of command, and I like being my own boss.”


  “What did you do?” I continue to touch him, but lightly. I want to arouse him, not overwhelm him. I want to hear his story.


  “I opened a private security firm. Very high-end. Very exclusive. Very international. My family connections helped there. The company did well, and I decided to take it public. Nothing like that had ever been done before, and I caught Damien’s eye. He got in contact, and to make a long story short, ended up buying me out. Since then, we’ve become friends, and I moved up in his company.”


  I frown. “So the company you started is just gone?”


  “No. It’s a Stark subsidiary now. I ran it for five years before taking this job. I was getting tired of globetrotting and wanted a more permanent home base. I’m thirty. I wanted to think about a life. A family.”


  I lick my lips and try to swallow the ball of jealousy that has caught in my throat. “A family,” I repeat as I draw my hand away from his cock and lean back. “You wanted to stay in LA because of a woman?”


  “No,” he says, then tenderly strokes my cheek. “Not then.”


  I try not to react, not to read too much into those casual words. But I can’t help but wonder.


  His smile turns mischievous. “Actually, there is a woman, and she very much influenced my move.”


  I narrow my eyes. “Oh?”


  “My sister is at UCLA. I like being able to see her, help her out. Spoil her rotten.”


  I think about my dress. About everything. “I imagine you do that very well.”


  “Drives her crazy,” he admits cheerfully.


  “What’s her name?”


  “Moira,” he says. “Dad died when she was eight, so I’ve always felt a bit like a parent. She’s amazing,” he adds as I watch his face, studying this new side of the man who already has me falling.


  He puts his hand over mine. “As much as I’m enjoying your touch,” he says, “I think it’s time to move on.”


  “Oh?” His cock is hard beneath his jeans, and I’m hoping that he has plans to put that lovely erection to very good use.


  “We have dinner reservations. You should change.”


  “Right,” I say, standing up and hoping my disappointment doesn’t show.


  I start to step away, but his voice stops me. “Wait,” he says. “First things first.”


  I turn back, and there’s something in his tone that makes me wary.


  “You left,” he said. “You ran, actually.”


  I lick my lips. “I thought we were past that. Our new deal. Roulette. The ball on red.”


  “And I’m very much enjoying our arrangement so far,” he says, which is a bit baffling as so far he hasn’t touched me. Not really. But that, I suppose, is all part of the tease.


  But what he’s talking about now...I shake my head, uncertain. “What do you want?”


  “It was a bad thing you did, Jamie. We both know it.”


  “Maybe,” I say, still wary.


  “Strip.”


  I blink. “Excuse me?”


  He leans back, his arms stretched along the rear of the couch. He looks relaxed and powerful and most definitely in charge. “I said, strip.”


  “Why?”


  His mouth curves in a lazy, seductive smile. “Why do you think?”


  My mouth has gone dry, and my knees are suddenly weak. Whatever he intends, I know that I want it—and yet still I am nervous. “I think you’re going to fuck me,” I say, and I can’t keep the note of hope out of my voice.


  “No,” he says firmly. “I’m going to punish you.”


  “Hunter—”


  He smiles. “That’s it. I like that. You call me Hunter when you know what’s coming.”


  “Ryan,” I say more firmly, making him laugh.


  “It’s no use, kitten. Hush now. Hush and take off your clothes. I promise you, Jamie, you don’t want to cross me.”


  I am tempted to do just that simply because I want to see how far he will take this. But I also want what I know he will give me. His hands, his cock, his body.


  But there will be none of that until I strip. Until he punishes me.


  I remember what he’d said that first night in Malibu—how he’d talked about spanking me. I remember, too, how wet the very idea had made me.


  It makes me wet now.


  “Are you going to spank me?”


  “No talking,” he says again, “or I’ll be dining alone tonight. Go on,” he urges. “I want to watch you strip for me.”


  I don’t speak, but I move back to stand in front of him. Slowly, I peel off my clothes, one garment at a time, until I am standing naked in front of him. I can see the desire in his eyes and know that he is looking forward to this.


  And, yes, so am I.


  I smile boldly, then slide my hand down over my sex just because I want to do a little bit of punishing myself. “I’m wet,” I say, then bring my own finger to my mouth.


  “Jesus, Jamie,” he says, and while I have him, I decide to take the extra step and see just how crazy I can make him.


  I move closer, then bend over his lap, putting my bare ass in front of him. “Spank me,” I say. “You know you want to.”


  My pubis is pressed against his lap, and I can feel his erection grow. I close my eyes, relishing the feel of his hand rubbing a smooth circle on my rear. And then his hand is gone, replaced only moments later with a quick, sharp sting.


  I cry out in both surprise and pain—and as his palm strokes quickly over the spot, I relax and breathe deep as the fingers of pain spread out, transforming to electric shocks that sizzle through me, focusing most intently on my sex, now even more hot. Even more needy.


  “Do you like that?” he says, and I can tell by his growing erection that he does.


  “Yes—it’s...” I search for the right word. “Liberating,” I finally say, and it’s true. The sting, the pain, sends me flying, freeing me for an even more intense passion.


  “Again,” he says, then lands another smack followed in quick succession by another. He is spanking and stroking, giving pain and then pleasure. Sending me spiraling up and then reeling me back in.


  I have never done this before. Never felt this before.


  And I like it. Dear god, I like it.


  “Hunter,” I whisper as my cunt throbs in a silent demand for his touch. “Can I be bad every day?”


  He laughs, then rubs his hands upon my ass, my back, my shoulders. “You are perfection, Jamie. You are delight. And as for your punishment, we’ll have to see just how naughty you are. Right now, I think you’ve been punished enough.”


  I sigh, fighting my way back up through the waves of pleasure, the sweet tingle of pain and promise.


  “I take it you like that?” His voice pours softly over me, strong and intoxicating, like the smooth burn of whiskey.


  “Yes,” I admit as my body clenches with unfulfilled need. “But please, Hunter. Will you fuck me now?”


  “No,” he says smoothly. “Now, I’m going to feed you.”


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  As with the rest of the hotel, Ryan is known in the restaurant. The moment we set foot through the door, a distinguished man with graying temples and perfect posture strides toward us.


  The space itself is beautiful, as is every part of this hotel that I have seen. The paneling is a deep mahogany, and the tables are draped with crisp white cloths. Sturdy, comfortable-looking chairs surround the tables, upholstered in warm red leather.


  The art is appealing, hyper-realistic paintings of wine bottles and glasses, each larger than life and brimming with color. The lighting is low but not too dark, and the acoustics are good enough to hear your companions but not so good that you can eavesdrop on the next table.


  Best of all, it smells incredible.


  “Mr. Hunter, so good to see you again. Your usual table?”


  “Not tonight, Stephen. The lady and I would like some privacy. Is station twelve available?”


  “It is,” Stephen says, and he leads us to a round booth in the back of the restaurant from which we can see the rest of the room, and yet we still feel secluded. It is, I think, the perfect date table.


  Ryan orders wine and oysters on the half shell, and Stephen nods in acknowledgement before leaving us alone.


  “If this isn’t your table,” I begin as soon as Stephen is out of earshot, “where do you usually sit with your women?” I add a teasing quality to my voice, but the truth is that I want to know. I am not jealous—not really. But my curiosity borders on intense.


  “I’ve never brought a woman here,” he says.


  “Because you’re always working when you come to Starfire?”


  “No,” he says. “I have access to the suite anytime.”


  “Oh,” I say, finding that tidbit of information extremely fascinating.


  He leans over and brushes a kiss over my lips. “I haven’t brought a woman,” he says, “because there’s never been a woman I wanted to bring.”


  I force myself not to grin like a fool. After all, Ryan’s dating history shouldn’t be of any interest to me. Not now. Not with me just days away from returning to Texas.


  All true, and yet I can’t deny the fingers of delight that dance along my spine, making my body tingle with the knowledge that, at least as to this one small thing, I am unique and special to him.


  I clear my throat so as not to show my pleasure. “I didn’t realize you’d been celibate before me,” I tease.


  “Are you fishing, Ms. Archer?” he asks. “Should I be flattered?”


  I frown. “Flattered?”


  He slides his hand along my leg, making the silk of the dress rub provocatively over my skin. “That you’re jealous of the other women I’ve dated.”


  I lick my lips, my legs now warm, my sex now tingling. “We’re not dating.”


  “You’re right. I’ll rephrase. Are you jealous of the other women I’ve fucked?”


  What the hell, I think, and then answer. “Yes,” I say boldly. “I am.”


  His smile is triumphant. “Good.” He tightens his fingers on my thigh then leans over and kisses my cheek. “I’ll tell you a secret, kitten. I’ve been with a lot of women. You’re the only one who has truly gotten under my skin.”


  I feel a rush of cold at his words, like a victim going into shock. I don’t think this is fear, though. I think it is hope. Sweet, delicious, terrifying hope. “Be careful,” I say quickly before he has the chance to study my silence. “You’re going to break the rules. You’re going to knock me off-kilter.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he says. “But I wonder if I should be the one who’s jealous?”


  “Maybe you should,” I say flippantly. “I’ve fucked a lot of men.”


  The words come easily. Hell, he’s easy. Maybe it’s because I know that this is a temporary thing that will end when we reach Dallas. Maybe it’s because he’s Ryan.


  Maybe it’s because we started as friends even if, in some secret deep part of myself, I want to end up so much more. All I know is that this is comfortable.


  He is studying my face, his expression inquisitive. “How many of them meant something to you? These men you fucked?”


  “Three,” I say easily. “The first because he was a genuine friend, and we never should have been so stupid. The second I thought was real, but I was mistaken. I thought he broke my heart, but all he really did was wound my pride.”


  “Your friend Ollie,” he says. “And the second is the asshole movie star?”


  “Yup. Bryan Raine. Creep extraordinaire.”


  “And the third?”


  I look at him, but I don’t answer. Instead I just smile and sip my wine.


  I think he understands, but his expression is almost sad when he says, “You burn through men like you’re on a quest, kitten. What is it you expect to find?”


  I shake my head. “I don’t know,” I say. What I want to say is you.


  A waitress arrives with a bottle of wine, and after Ryan samples it, she pours us each a glass. I desperately want a sip, but before I can take one, Ryan twines his fingers with mine. “Maybe you don’t need Texas or your plan. Maybe you just need to find a man who grounds you.”


  “Maybe.” I shrug. “I don’t know. I make bad choices.”


  “In the past, yes,” he says. “But how long are you going to keep using that excuse as a Band-Aid on your fear?”


  My head snaps up. “I’m not afraid.”


  “The hell you’re not. You’re afraid of me. You’re afraid of staying.”


  I look away because he is right. “That’s different.”


  He doesn’t answer, probably because he knows that he’s right, and my excuse is just bullshit.


  I tug my hand free and then sip my wine.


  “My looks are the thing that scare me the most,” I say. It’s not the kind of thing I usually share, but I want so much to be close to this man. Foolish, since I’m about to leave him, but I can’t argue with what I want.


  His smile is sweet and genuine. “There’s nothing scary about your looks, kitten.”


  I return the smile because I know he’s just putting me at ease. “I know you think I’m pretty,” I say.


  “Beautiful,” he corrects.


  “All right. I don’t mind that either because I really do believe you see me. But most people...” I trail off with a shrug. “I used to be afraid that no one saw me at all. They just saw the trappings.” I take another sip of wine. “I got hurt by a lot of guys once I realized they didn’t give a crap about what was in my head. They only wanted my face and my tits and my body on their arm.”


  He reaches for my hand, then squeezes.


  I shrug. “It’s okay. I figured it out fast enough. And then I turned it around. Turned it into a tool. They never saw the real me anyway, so I finally decided that if I had it, I might as well use it.” My smile is thin. “I believe in being pragmatic.”


  “Maybe so, but there is no escaping reality. And the reality is that you are beautiful. It’s not a curse. It’s not a tool. I’ve seen some of the pictures Nikki has taken of you. And captured on camera, you are truly exceptional. But it’s not because you have those incredible cheekbones or the kind of mouth a guy wants to see wrapped around his cock,” Ryan says, making me smirk. “You have a light, Jamie. You shine. You walk into a room and—”


  “How do you do that?” I ask.


  “What?”


  “Make me feel special.”


  His smile is so gentle it makes my heart swell. “Maybe you are special.”


  He lifts his hand, and Stephen comes over, this time carrying a flat, square box wrapped in silver paper. “I bought you something,” Ryan says to me. He takes the box from Stephen and sets it in front of me. “Open it.”


  “Ryan.” I can’t seem to stop grinning, and I reach for the box and pull it close. It is a jewelry store box, so the top is wrapped separately from the bottom. All I have to do is untie the bow and lift the lid. Inside, nestled in tissue paper, is the stunning silver collar. And on the center loop, there now hangs a lovely silver lock.


  Ryan brushes his fingertip against the lock. “Because I want to lock you up and keep you. Because I will always keep you locked tight within my heart. Take your pick, Jamie. Both are equally true.”


  His words make tears prick at my eyes, so I focus only on the gift. “It’s incredible. Thank you.”


  “Will you put it on?”


  I remember what we said in the store. That wearing it would mean that I belong to him. “Yes,” I say. “I will.”


  He helps me fasten it. It feels odd at first—I own a few chokers, but I don’t wear them often, but I know that I will get used to it. More than that, I kind of like the fact that I feel it there against my skin. It is a reminder of what I am. Of whose I am.


  “Do you like it?”


  I don’t have a mirror—I left my purse in the room—but I reach up and feel it, and I can imagine how it looks. That isn’t what is important anyway, and when I turn to him, I am smiling. “Of course I do,” I say. “It makes me yours.”


  I see the heat banked in his eyes as he brushes his hand over my cheek. “Yes,” he says. “It does.”


  I lean over to kiss him, but am interrupted by the arrival of the waitress with our oysters. Ryan looks at me, and the gleam in his eye can only be described as devilish. “I didn’t think to ask,” he says. “Do you like oysters?”


  “I’ve never actually had any,” I admit. “Not on the half shell, anyway.”


  “Really?”


  “Sad, isn’t it?” I say with a woe-is-me tone to my voice. “I’ve lived such a sheltered and unadventurous life.”


  “Very pure,” he says. “Very sheltered.”


  I grin.


  “At any rate, it’s time to add some adventure, and I do think you’ll like them. Do you trust me?”


  “You know I do.” And now my tone is all serious.


  He meets my eyes, and what I see in that brilliant blue warms me. “I’m very glad to hear it,” he says.


  The dozen oysters are arranged artfully on a plate surrounding a half shell full of red sauce. “Open your mouth,” he says as he dips a small spoon into the sauce, then dabs it onto an oyster. “There are stories that Casanova ate fifty of these for breakfast every day,” he adds, his voice low and steady.


  I do as he says, opening my mouth, though I truly don’t know what to expect. I trust him though. More than that, I want this moment.


  His eyes never leave mine as he raises the shell to my parted lips. “That’s it. Now suck, and just let it slide down your throat. Oh, Jesus, Jamie, you’re killing me,” he adds when I do as he demands, then use the tip of my tongue to catch the last bit of sauce.


  “Delicious,” I whisper, but even I’m not sure if I mean the oyster or the moment.


  “You do know what they say about oysters?” Ryan asks as he lifts another one to his own mouth. “Why a man like Casanova would want so many of them?”


  “Why don’t you tell me,” I say, though I knew perfectly well.


  “They say oysters are an aphrodisiac,” he says as he takes one of his own.


  “Do they?” I pluck another shell up, then dab sauce on it. I draw it to my mouth, then slowly suck it in as he watches, the desire on his face so sharp it’s a wonder it doesn’t cut me to pieces.


  I swallow, then smile sweetly as I indicate the oysters. “I’m not sure if I should be flattered you want to seduce me or insulted that you need so much help in order to try.”


  “Trust me,” Ryan says. “There’s nothing an aphrodisiac could do for me at this point that having you next to me isn’t doing better.”


  I hear the hint of something wicked in his voice, and it sends a shiver up my spine. “I’m very glad to hear it,” I say.


  He takes a sip of wine. “I want you to do something for me now.”


  I narrow my eyes, wary. “What?”


  “Take off your panties.”


  I lift my brows. “Um, no.”


  He tilts his head, his expression stern. “I seem to recall coming to an agreement as to the rules.”


  “My answer,” I say, “is still no. Not because I’m feeling rebellious, but because I’m not wearing any.”


  I see the flare in his eyes that tells me I’ve surprised him. “Oh, really. Well, in that case...”


  The hand that has been on my thigh moves up, and his fingers slip into that secret pocket. I gasp, though, when I feel the warm touch of his fingertips against my bare thigh.


  I turn, shocked. “What—how—?”


  “I really didn’t see the point of a pocket when it was so much more convenient without that seam.” He grins wickedly. “Full access.”


  “But—”


  With his other hand, he silences me with a finger to my lips. “Spread your legs,” he says.


  “We’re in a restaurant.”


  “Then I hope that when I make you come, you can refrain from screaming.”


  “Ryan,” I say, but though my tone is a protest, my actions are not. I spread my legs, and when his hand slips down and finds me already wet, already excited, Ryan lets out a low whistle.


  “You like this as much as I do,” he says, “getting off in public. Knowing that you’re mine. That I can touch you anywhere, make you come for me anywhere.”


  His fingers slide over me, and I am wet—so wet that there is no denying the truth of his words.


  A waitress comes to check on our wine and asks if we’d like to order the meal. I manage a polite smile, and all the while Ryan’s fingers are stroking me, dipping into me, taking me higher and higher.


  As if to torment me, he asks her to recite the specials, and as she does, I reach under the table and clutch my own knee, trying to stifle the urge to squirm, to get his hand to move faster, tighter. To take me that much further.


  As soon as she’s gone, I round on him. “Bastard!” I snap, but he only catches my mouth in a kiss and then whispers, “Come for me. Come for me now, kitten,” as he thrusts deep inside me.


  I grab the edge of the table and stare blankly into space, willing my body not to move as the orgasm ripples through me. It is as if all that energy, all that explosion, remains centered in my cunt, and my body clenches and clenches around the fingers he has thrust inside me, all secret, all hidden inside my skirt and beneath the tablecloth of this fancy, five-star restaurant.


  “I hate you,” I say when I come down from the high.


  “No,” he says. “You don’t.” He pauses for a moment, then slides his hand out of my dress. “I have another present for you,” he says.


  I decide it is safer not to ask, and he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a coil of ribbon with a hook on the end.


  “What is that?”


  “A leash,” he says with a twinkle in his eye. “It will latch onto that loop even with the lock charm on the necklace.”


  I smile, feeling bold. “All right,” I say. “Attach it. Then lead me back to the room and fuck me properly. But Ryan, you work here. I wonder what people will think.”


  “Probably that I’m the luckiest man in Vegas. But you do raise a good point.” He reaches over and hooks the clip to the necklace. Then he lets the ribbon trail down, tucking the long end down my cleavage so that the remainder is hidden beneath my skirt.


  I raise a brow. “People will still know.”


  “Let them.”


  I lick my lips, still aroused and more than willing to take this further. “Ryan,” I say. “How would you feel about skipping dinner?”


  He laughs. “Sweetheart, I wouldn’t mind at all.”


  He waits until we are out of the elevator and walking down the hall to the penthouse to pull out the leash. When he does, though, I like it. There’s pleasure in belonging to him, comfort in knowing that he is there. That I can rely on him. Go to him.


  Talk to him.


  A twinge of regret pokes at me as I remember that this is only temporary. But I push it soundly away. Right now, I am living only in the moment. Only in our arrangement.


  I pause in the doorway despite the tug on the leash. He turns to look at me, mock disapproval on his face, and I smile. “Please, sir,” I say, and watch his mouth quirk with amusement. “Will you take me to the window?”


  He does, and we stand together, looking out onto the brightly lit Las Vegas skyline.


  “All the women in the world,” I begin. “You could have any of them, you know.”


  “Not any,” he says. “Probably just ninety percent. Ninety-five tops.”


  I smile, then sober. “You chose me.”


  He moves behind me, then presses his hands to my shoulders and kisses the top of my head. “No kitten,” he says. “We chose each other.”


  I turn and look out the window again. “Yeah,” I say to our reflection. “We did.”


  I tilt my head and smile at him, then trail my fingers from the choker, down the leash, to his hand. “So now that you’ve led me here, what do you intend to do with me?”


  “Oh, I think we can think of something,” he says, and then unfastens my halter and unzips the back of the dress. It falls off me like so much gossamer, leaving me naked except for the silver collar, the lock, the red ribbon leash, and my three-inch heeled sandals.


  “That,” he says, “is a very pretty picture.”


  He gives the leash a tug, pulling me to him. I stumble into his arms, laughing, then kick off the heels.


  “Maybe I’ll just have you serve me wine and cheese like that.”


  “I would. But I think you can do better.”


  “Oh, I think I can, too,” he says, then unclips the leash. He takes the ribbon and coils it in his hands. “Turn around, Jamie,” he says, and I comply willingly.


  “Now close your eyes.”


  I do, and then feel the gentle brush of the ribbon as he wraps it around my eyes—once, twice, three times, until it is at least as effective as a traditional blindfold. Then he pulls me down, laying me out on a soft, fur rug.


  I wait for his touch, but it doesn’t come. At least not at first. Then I hear the subtle shift in the air and hear the clink of ice in a glass.


  “Do you like bourbon, kitten?” he asks, and when I nod, I find his finger on my lip. I draw it in, suckling, and listen as the pattern of his breathing changes with his growing excitement.


  Gently, he pulls his finger away, then trails it down my belly. When he gets to my navel, I arch up, surprised by the quick, cold shock of an ice cube.


  “You’re delicious,” he says, and I tremble in awareness as he licks and kisses his way down the trail, then sucks at my bellybutton, the sensation making me a little crazy.


  “I want to make love to you,” he says, and there is so much gentleness in his voice it seems to get into my heart and squeeze.


  I reach for him, but he simply says, “no,” and I put my arms back. “Not yet. Not until I’m sure you’re ready.”


  “I’m ready,” I say. “I’m always ready for you.”


  His answer is a murmur, and then he is upon me. Gently, sweetly. Hands, mouth. He strokes me, plays me, touches and teases me. If his goal is to turn me into nothing more than pure awareness, pure need, then he has accomplished it fully.


  I am melting, wanting. And what I want is more.


  “Please,” I beg. “If I can’t see you, at least let me touch you.”


  Gently, he lifts my hand and presses it to his chest. It is bare, and I stroke lightly over the smattering of chest hair. I find his back with my other hand and stroke down, delighting at the firmness of his tight, bare ass beneath my fingers.


  “I can’t wait,” he says. “I want you, kitten, and I’m taking you now.”


  “Yes,” I whisper, lifting my hips and spreading my legs. I want him in me, on top of me. I want to lose myself under the weight of him, to feel consumed by him.


  He strokes me first, his fingers readying me, and I moan in pleasure and anticipation. Then I feel the head of his cock at my sex, the pressure of entry, and then the sweet thrill when he drives himself home.


  We move together, anticipating touches, sharing kisses. It is sensual, romantic, soft and easy. He is right—we are making love, and that sweet reality makes me want to weep with joy even as much as it scares me.


  He strokes me, bringing me higher and higher until I tremble in his arms, the orgasm rippling over me this time like waves upon a sunlit pond.


  His coming is much more violent, and he cries my name as he finds his release, and I cling to him, urging him deeper and deeper, wanting every last bit of him.


  We lay together, and he takes off my blindfold then smiles down at me. Then he pulls me close and holds me.


  I sigh with delight and contentment. And as I curl up against him, I try not to think of how much I want to stay with him, and that all of this is leading to the one inevitable conclusion—me in Texas, and Ryan in California.


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  I’m floating on an undulating sea, rising and falling, each wave battering my body and taking me closer, closer, closer to shore.


  The water is warm and wet, slick and sensual. It moves over my naked skin. Teasing, seducing. Claiming.


  It will suck me under, I know that, and yet I don’t care. I want to drown it it, I want to go down, down, down...


  “Hunter,” I whisper as I slide out of sleep. My eyes flutter open, and I look up into the dark heat of his eyes.


  His hands are pressed into the mattress on either side of my head, supporting his body as he moves slowly, languidly inside me. My body is alive—awake. Certainly more awake than the rest of me, though I’m getting there fast.


  I spread my legs wider, giving him access, silently acknowledging that he has taken me in sleep—and that I like it.


  He thrusts harder, again and again, until finally he explodes above me, and I watch as the orgasm draws him up, and then crashes him down upon me.


  When his breathing returns to normal, he gently brushes his lips over mine. “Good morning.”


  I smile in return. “Nice way to wake up.”


  “You’re at my mercy, after all,” he says. “And I couldn’t resist you naked and sprawled on your back, your legs parted, just beckoning for me. You were already wet,” he said. “Wet and slick and hot before I even touched you.”


  “I was dreaming of you,” I admit. “And then I was dreaming of this.” I lick my lips, then swallow, foolishly embarrassed by what I am about to say. “I like it. I want to be used.”


  I see the heat flare in his eyes. “Do you. Why?”


  I start to turn my head away, but he stops me with a firm finger on my chin.


  “Why,” he repeats.


  “You know,” I say. “It’s because I’m yours.” And then, because I have not yet had enough of him, I turn over, tucking my knees under me so that I am giving him my rear.


  “I’m yours,” I say, my voice low and meaningful. I look back over my shoulder. “Please. I want you. I want you first.”


  “Jamie, kitten.” His voice is raw, and there’s no mistaking the desire. “I don’t want to hurt you. If you’ve never...without lube...”


  “My purse,” I say. “A holdover from my days of fucking around,” I add, then smile when he smirks.


  It takes him only a moment to find it, and then he is back. “You’re sure?”


  I want to tell him that I don’t want to leave him. That I think, just maybe, I have fallen in love with him.


  But that isn’t something I can say, and it’s not something I can give. But I can give him me. “Yes,” I say. “Please, yes.”


  “Then come here,” he says, pulling me up from my position on my knees. He crushes his mouth against mine in a kiss that is wild and deep and crazed with passion.


  “I adore you,” he says when we come up for air. “I want you. Hell, I want you more than I’ve ever wanted any woman. Christ, I’m hard again.”


  “You have me,” I say as he moves down my body, stroking and suckling my breasts, then laving my sex with quick, fluttery kisses until I am squirming, so close to bursting I can feel the hum of the approaching climax in my blood.


  “Turn over,” he says. “Like you were, on your knees.”


  I comply, and his hands stroke my back, soft and sensual as if I am some fragile thing. His finger trails down further, and he explores my rear, his lubed finger sliding over me, easing inside me, readying me.


  I close my eyes, my body trembling. I am not a stranger to anal play, but I have never had a man inside me. I’m glad. I want to have Ryan, and only Ryan, and now, as he gets me slick and ready, I try to relax. I concentrate on the throbbing anticipation in my cunt. In the tightness of my nipples. On the delicious sensitivity of my skin.


  “You’re ready, baby,” he says, and I close my eyes, relaxing, opening for him as he presses his cock against my tight entrance. Slowly, he eases inside, and I suck in air, wanting him to stop, and yet at the same time wanting more.


  “Am I hurting you?” he asks as he moves slowly and deliberately.


  “No,” I lie, because the pain is part of it. Like when he spanked my ass, the pain is mixed with pleasure, and I want it all. “It’s okay. Please. More. Don’t stop.”


  He takes me at my word, still moving carefully, but thrusting more intensely until, finally, my body seems to welcome him, and the pain melts in to something red and silky, like a memory of pain turned to pleasure.


  I shift my arm so that I can tease my clit, getting closer and closer along with him. I come quickly, my body too aware, too ready, and every part of me clenches, drawing him in even tighter and wresting a long, low groan from him.


  He comes after me, and when he does, he cries my name, then draws me close and holds me tight. “Kitten,” he murmurs, his lips pressed to my neck. “Thank you.”


  “For what?” I ask, and his answer fills me to bursting: “For you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Later, in the shower, he tenderly strokes my cheek. “You are amazing,” he says.


  “I’m glad you think so,” I tease. “I feel amazing.”


  It’s true. My body feels thoroughly fucked, deliciously used. And simply having Ryan beside me is pleasure enough. The fact that he’s also naked adds on serious bonus points.


  “Yeah,” I repeat, and then kiss him. “I feel amazing.”


  When we get out of the shower, he is dressed and looking sinfully handsome in under fifteen minutes.


  I take a bit longer to put together. Especially since today is my interview with Ellison Ward.


  I spend an hour doing my makeup for the camera, then dressing, then checking myself in the mirror. I’m not naïve—I know that Ward is the one who will get the screen time—but I also know this gig is potentially a break for me, and I don’t want to fuck it up.


  “You look stunning,” Ryan says. “Professional, sexy, feminine and smart. All excellent qualities as far as I’m concerned.”


  “I appreciate the endorsement,” I say, then accept his kiss, though I make him kiss me on the cheek so as to not muck up my lipstick.


  The collar is on the counter where I left it before showering, and now I pick it up. I want to wear it, but it really doesn’t go with my camera-ready outfit. I’m about to say that to Ryan—to tell him why I’m not wearing this gift that so moved me—when he takes it from me.


  “What are you—” I begin, but he hushes me with a single press of a fingertip to my lips. Then he uses a small pocket knife to remove the lock from the loop on the collar. He puts the necklace back, then presses the lock into my hand. “You hold the key to my heart,” he says as I melt just a little. “Keep it safe.”


  I nod, then put the lock gently in the pocket of my jacket. The weight is minimal, but I can feel it there, and it bolsters my confidence.


  As we are leaving the suite, a bellman arrives and hands me a valet ticket. “Your Ferrari, Ms. Archer.”


  “Thank you,” I say, but I’m looking at Ryan.


  “My guys brought it in,” he says. “The gas gauge is still off, but the tank’s full. I wanted to ask before I sent her ahead to Texas, but just so you know, you’ll be driving there with me.”


  I smile. “Perfect,” I say. What I don’t say is that it would be perfect, except for the part where we leave each other at the end.


  I drop the valet ticket into my purse for the time being, then follow Ryan to the elevator.


  He goes with me to the interview, which is being held in Ward’s penthouse suite. We take the elevator to the top floor, then enter a suite that looks much like our own—only significantly more crowded.


  My cameraman is already there, as are at least half a dozen people who must perform some function on the film, though I have no clue what. Another five or six people hover around a buffet that has been set up on the far side of the room, in front of the windows. A few more are huddled around a table spread with papers that I think are pages of a screenplay.


  I do not see Ellison Ward.


  A harried woman with pencils sticking out of her messy, blond topknot comes hurrying over. She glances at her wrist, says, “I’m Birgit, and we’re already running late,” even though I’m five minutes early, and hustles me to a small sofa. The cameraman leaves his post to come over and shake my hand.


  “Leo,” he says. “I’ll shoot Ellison, and then we’ll go back and reshoot you asking the questions. Don’t wanna miss a chance of getting something prime on the celeb, so it works out best that way.”


  “Fine,” I say. “Where is our celeb?”


  Beside me, Birgit glances at her watch. “He better be on his way or we are going to be seriously off schedule.” She pulls a walkie-talkie off her belt. “Dammit, Carson, I need Ellison.”


  “On our way,” comes the crackly reply.


  A few feet behind Leo, Ryan leans against a pillar watching me. I catch his eye and smile. At that particular moment, everything feels right. The job. The man. Life in general. I wish I could bottle it and keep it tight against my chest.


  But I should know it’s too good to last because when the double doors to the connecting room open, Ellison Ward and his entourage emerge. And there, standing right behind my subject, is Bryan Raine.


  I must have reacted because Ryan takes one look at my face, then turns to look behind him. When he turns back to me, it’s clear that he understands. His face is hard, and I am quite certain that if he could kill Raine and get away with it, Ryan wouldn’t even hesitate.


  Honestly, that feels kind of nice.


  I have no idea why Raine is there—he wasn’t on the cast list of the movie I received—and I’m really not up to speculating. It’s bad enough that he’s hovering nearby like some huge, dark spider, just waiting to trap me and suck me dry.


  But my fears are foolish. He may have entered the room, but he doesn’t stay, and when I look around for him, there is no sign.


  I say a silent thank you to fate and the universe, then shake hands with Ellison Ward. He’s charming and polite and very properly British. He puts me at ease immediately and the interview seems to sing. He is honest and forthright, and I’m able to work in both the fluff questions and also dig deeper.


  By the time it wraps, I am feeling incredible about myself, about Ellison, and about the world in general.


  I say good-bye to Ellison, then sit while Leo has me run through my questions again. When he’s finished, Ryan approaches, and it’s all I can do not to throw myself into his arms.


  “You were wonderful,” he says.


  “She was,” Leo agrees. “Got a way with the camera, too. You’re gonna do good, Jamie. Hope we work together again.”


  “Thank you,” I say, then invite him to join us for a drink in the hotel bar. He declines, and I’m secretly grateful. I would have been happy to have him along, but I’m happier to have Ryan all to myself.


  “A drink,” he says as we ride the elevator down. “I had planned to buy you a celebratory trip to Paris, but if you’d rather have this instead...”


  I laugh, then pull him in close for another kiss. I’m still laughing when we get out of the elevator car, and my good mood lasts until we reach the middle of the lobby.


  It fades there because Bryan Raine is coming right toward us.


  “Jamie,” he says. “Sorry I didn’t get the chance to say hello upstairs. I’ve got a part in Johnson’s next movie, and he wanted me to drive in and take a look at some pages. Maybe we can grab a drink? Catch up?”


  I clutch Ryan’s hand tight. “No,” I say. “I really don’t think so.”


  I continue walking, holding onto Ryan for support. “Asshole,” I mutter as we reach the lobby bar. “Look at me,” I say as we take a seat. “I was in a great mood, and he went and fucked it up.”


  “Hey,” Ryan says, giving my hand a squeeze. “Forget about him.”


  I nod. “I know. You’re right. Shit.” I stand up again. “Order me something fabulous. I’m going to run to the ladies’ room.”


  I take off that way, then spend the next five minutes staring at myself in the mirror and asking myself what the fuck is wrong with me.


  When I come out, I’m calmer—at least until I see Bryan standing by Hunter, looking about as trapped as a gazelle being stalked by a lion. Hunter says something else, and then Bryan takes off like a shot, not even noticing me as he rushes past.


  “What the hell?” I say to Hunter as soon as I arrive.


  “I told him to keep the fuck away,” he says, then takes a sip of his Scotch. “I got you a Cosmopolitan. It seemed like a fun treat.”


  I, however, am not interested in the drink. “You just sent him away?”


  “Yes,” Ryan says.


  I shake my head, a little bit baffled, a little bit angry. Honestly, I’m not sure what I’m feeling other than a little pissed off. Hadn’t I already taken care of the asshole myself?


  “I don’t need you to step in to play guard dog for me,” I say. “I dealt with the guy myself, didn’t I? I’m not one of your job responsibilities.”


  “You’re right,” he says, and his tone is clipped enough that I can tell he’s irritated, too. “You’re not a job responsibility. You’re the woman I love.”


  I freeze, his words hitting me with the force of a slap. Automatically, I shake my head. The woman I love.


  I want to believe it—god, how I want to believe it. But it can’t be true. And even if it is...


  I run my fingers through my hair. “Hunter,” I say. “Hunter, don’t.”


  “I love you, Jamie. Stay. Don’t go to Texas. Stay with me.”


  I am shaking my head, fighting to make reason take over, because if I run solely on emotion, I know I will be lost. That’s the old Jamie, after all. The one who fucks up. The one who gets all twisted around and makes a mess of her life and has to run home to Mom and Dad to get her head back on straight.


  The new Jamie thinks.


  But damned if the new Jamie knows what to think about this.


  He looks blurry, and I realize that I am crying. Brutally, I wipe the tears away with the back of my hand. How can I be so miserable, I wonder. This man loves me. And yet...


  “You can’t possibly,” I whisper. “You barely know me.”


  True. Yet wasn’t I falling in love with him, too? Hadn’t I told myself that already? Wasn’t I already trying to hide from reality?


  “We barely know each other,” I add, this time speaking to the both of us.


  “Why does it have to take time to fall in love?” Ryan asks. “If the push is hard enough, the fall is going to be fast.”


  I only look at him, wanting to believe.


  “And has it really been that fast, Jamie?”


  “We haven’t even dated,” I protest.


  “I’m not the least bit interested in dating you. Dating suggests an exploration. A process of discovery. But I already know you, Jamie. I know you, and I want you. And I love you.”


  He takes my hand, and for a moment all is right with the world. But then I glance across the bar, across the lobby. I see Bryan Raine arguing with a bellman, and my stomach twists as I am reminded what a mess I am.


  Raine is the epitome of what I am running from—bad decisions.


  But how the hell do I know if Ryan Hunter is a good decision or a bad one?


  “I’m sorry,” I say as I tug my hand free. I want to say he is everything I have ever hoped for. I want to say that I love him.


  Instead, I say, “I have to think. I’m sorry, Ryan. I have to go.”


  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  The highway stretches out in front of me, and I keep driving, thinking that if I can just get a little farther, maybe to that next mile marker, I will figure it out. But the highway always stays ahead of me, and there is always another mile marker, and I fear that I am thinking too hard.


  What am I doing?


  I know the answer, of course. I’m running.


  What I can’t figure out is why.


  I tell myself that I am right to leave him. Maybe not forever, but for a while. While I get my head together. While I stick with The Plan.


  Because isn’t the point of The Plan to keep me from doing exactly what has happened with Ryan—to keep me from getting twisted up with a guy?


  That’s true—except it’s not.


  Because Ryan hasn’t twisted me up. If anything, he’s untangled me.


  I reach into my pocket and close my hand around the lock as tears sting my eyes. What am I doing? Who in their right mind runs from love?


  Because I do love him. More important, I know that he truly loves me.


  I lift my foot off the accelerator, cringing a bit when I realize that I’ve pushed the Ferrari past one hundred. But she really is a sweet ride.


  I slow, planning to turn the car around and head back, but something isn’t right.


  Once again, the car is making an odd noise, although this time when I listen more closely, I realize that the thwump-thwump isn’t coming from the Ferrari, but from somewhere outside the car.


  Frowning, I glance at the land off the shoulder. It is mostly dirt, but that dirt is billowing now, blowing and blustering, forming small dirt devils that spin and spin.


  A shadow passes over. And I slam on the brakes as a sleek black helicopter with Stark International emblazoned on the side lands on the shoulder ahead of me.


  I kill the engine and race out of the car. I don’t see him, not yet, but I don’t slow. I know he is there. I know he came for me.


  And then there he is, jumping from the helicopter to the asphalt below. He ducks to avoid the wind that the still-spinning blades are kicking up, and when he is clear, he makes a twirling motion and the helicopter ascends once again.


  I throw myself in his arms. “You came for me,” I say, my voice soft with wonder.


  “I will always come for you.” He kisses me. A hard, deep kiss that claims me as his own, and that I feel profoundly all the way down to my toes.


  Even after we break the kiss, I cling to him, wanting to reassure myself that he is real. “I was about to turn around and come back.” I tilt my head up at him. “I needed to get to you. To tell you. I love you, too, Ryan Hunter.”


  His smile lights his eyes. “I know.”


  “And I found the answer,” I add.


  “Who is Jamie?”


  I nod. “She’s yours,” I say, and though I expect his answering smile, his words come as a surprise.


  “No,” he says. “She is her own. But I am the man who loves her.”


  His words move me, and I pull him close and kiss him again.


  “Do you still want me to take you to Texas?” he asks when we reach the car.


  I shake my head. “I’m going to call Georgia. I’m not going to take the job.”


  He has opened the passenger door for me, but now he pauses and takes my chin in his hand. “You’re sure?”


  “It’s a great opportunity,” I say. “But only if I want to be in Texas. But I don’t want to be there. I want to be in Los Angeles. I want to be with you.”


  I meet his eyes as I say it, and he looks back at me with so much love and tenderness I think my heart will burst.


  “Ever since she made the offer,” I continue, “I’ve been looking at it as a way to get back into the LA market. Looking past the job itself and to the future. But you’re my future, Ryan. You’re what I want. And so long as I’m with you, I can wait for the right job to come along. I can—”


  “Shhh,” he says, and then crushes his mouth to mine once again.


  “Mmm,” I say. “I can get used to that.”


  “Then we’ll have to be sure to mix things up, won’t we? Wouldn’t want life to become predictable.”


  “No, we wouldn’t. You know,” I add, still thinking about the job. “Maybe I’ll suggest that I be their LA correspondent. I’m pretty kick ass, you know. They’d be lucky to have me.”


  “They would,” he says. “I know I am.”


  Across the highway there is a billboard advertising a Vegas wedding chapel. Ryan nods toward it, then gazes down at me. “I’m going to marry you someday,” he says softly. The words and his voice send shivers of anticipation through me. And not even the slightest bit of fear.


  “Yes,” I say, “you are.” And despite the fact that ours has been such a whirlwind romance it makes my head spin, I know that it is true. “But not like that,” I say, nodding to the sign.


  “No,” he agrees. “Our wedding will be an event. A party.”


  “A celebration,” I say, and then kiss him again simply because I have to. “I hope Damien pays you well,” I add with a laugh. “Because I just spent the last few weeks doing all sorts of wedding planning with Nikki, and that means I have lots of ideas.”


  His mouth quirks into a smile. “Whatever you want, Ms. Archer.”


  “All I want is you.”


  “That works out well, then, because you have me. For now, for always.”


  I sigh and slide into his arms, feeling loved and safe and centered.


  Behind us, the highway stretches on, but I don’t need it. I know exactly where I’m going.


  “I’m going to make you very happy,” I say.


  “Kitten,” he says. “You already do.”
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  “Shall I tell you?” he asked. “Shall I tell you exactly what I want? Exactly what I will have from you?”


  His mouth was beside my ear, so close I could feel the brush of his lips as his words teased me. I didn’t want to be entranced—didn’t want to feel my body go soft with longing. But dammit, he was drawing me under, and soon I was going to drown in the swell of his words.


  “Shall I go over in intimate detail how I will touch you? The way my fingertips will tease your nipples. How my tongue will dance over the curve of your ear. Will it make you wet to know how hard I am? How much I want to sink deep inside of you.”


  I made a little sound. I think I meant it to be a yes.


  His hands eased lower, sliding down to my waist, then behind to cup my rear. He drew me in, nestling my sex against his thigh, and pressing so tight against me I could feel the hard bulge of his erection against my lower belly. I reached out to steady myself, and found the edges of two serving tables. I clutched at them, desperate to hold on, because I knew damn well that if I let go, I’d melt into a puddle on the floor.


  “I imagine you taste like honey,” Tyler murmured. “And when I slide my tongue between your legs, I’ll lose myself in the sweetness of you. I want to watch your face as the orgasm builds inside you. I want to feel you tremble beneath me. And when you finally explode, I want to hold you in my arms and let my kisses pull you back together.”


  I trembled, my body hot and sizzling. I was aroused, my breasts heavy, my sex aching. I wanted his touch—wanted him to do all the things he was saying.


  Hell, I simply wanted.


  I breathed in. Once, twice. I needed to gather myself, my thoughts. I needed to maintain at least some illusion that he hadn’t completely destroyed me with nothing more than words.


  “Wow,” I finally managed. “You don’t waste time, do you?”


  His smile was slow and lazy. “As far as I’m concerned, time is the one thing too precious to waste.”


  He stroked my cheek, my hair. His fingers twined in my curls as he played and stroked. Tighter and tighter, not enough to hurt, but enough so that I gasped in surprise when he tugged my head back and met my eyes. There was ice in the blue now. A cold, winter storm, the chill of which laced his voice as well. “Tell me the truth, Sloane. Are you wasting my time?”


  I felt the blood pump through me, the rush filling my head. Not fear—not really. This was excitement. Challenge. And, yes, a bit of frustration, too, because the victory I’d so greedily claimed had apparently been premature.


  “Let go of me,” I said, my voice matching the ice of his eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  He released his grip on my hair and took a step back. I used the motion of standing up straight to shake off my nerves. Despite my desperately pounding heart, right then, this was all about playing it cool. Just like in a suspect interrogation, I wasn’t about to let him see that he’d shaken me.


  “I know what my game is,” he said. “I’m trying to figure out yours.”


  “I’m not playing a game.”


  “Everyone’s playing a game.” There was no humor in his voice.


  I said nothing. I’d already denied. Repeating myself would get me nowhere.


  “A lot of people want a piece of me, Sloane. What do you want? An introduction? A loan? I want to know why you’re here. I want to know what you want.”


  Slowly, I shook my head. “I’m not gold-digging, if that’s what you think. And I already told you what I want. Hell, you’ve already told me what I want.” I took a single step forward, then pressed my hand over his cock, hard inside his tailored slacks.


  I watched his face as I touched him, not moving, simply touching. “‘I want to feel you tremble beneath me.’ That’s what you said. That’s what I want, too. Christ, Tyler, isn’t it obvious what I want? Why I came here? I want you.”


  Beneath my hand, I felt his cock stiffen. He glanced down, then back at me. His face was all hard lines and angles, as if he was fighting for control. “Don’t move,” he said. “Don’t even breathe.”


  “I—”


  “No.” His finger pressed against my lip before skimming downward. Over my chin, down my neck until he delicately traced my collar bone. Then lower, teasing my nipple with slow circles as I sucked in air and bit my lip in defense against the sounds of pleasure that wanted so desperately to escape.


  The bodice was a halter, with two triangles of material attached to the waist, then rising up to tie behind my neck. He followed the material up, his finger skimming under the bow at the base of my neck.


  “Shall I untie it? Let it fall? Shall I close my mouth over your bare breast right now, tease your nipple between my teeth? Tell me the truth, Sloane, would that make you hot?”


  I swallowed. My mouth was so dry. I thought of the waitstaff. Of camera phones. Of the internet and the image of us, his mouth on my breast, my head back, my lips parted in pleasure. I thought of it, and I felt the quickening in my belly. The clenching in my sex.


  I thought—and I whispered the only answer I could. “Yes.”


  “Good girl,” he said, as his hand sneaked down, leaving my dress intact. I breathed a sigh of relief, then gasped as he traced his way down my cleavage, his hand slipping beneath the material just long enough for his fingers to tease and for the heat of his palm to cup my breast.


  “Tyler,” I moaned when he withdrew his hand, leaving me clutching the tables on either side of me, because if I let go, I would surely fall.


  “Hush,” he said, as he moved closer. His hand snaked around my waist to find the zipper at the back of the dress, then slowly eased it down. “Now spread your legs,” he ordered as he slid his palm inside my dress, over my lower back, and then down to the curve of my ass.


  I wore a stretchy lace thong, and he stroked my bare skin before finding the thin, damp strip of material between my legs and tugging it aside. I heard the desperate sound of my own whimper as he teased me, then sucked in a gasp as he slid a finger easily inside me and my body clenched tight around him.


  He groaned in satisfaction. “Christ, you’re wet,” he said, his voice raw. “I don’t doubt you want me, Sloane. And god knows I want you, too.” He stroked my sex once, twice, then withdrew his hand, and I had to bite my lower lip in order to silence my protest. “But there’s something else going on in that pretty head of yours,” he added, as he zipped up my skirt, leaving me wanting and confused and frustrated. “And I will find out your secret.”


  He stepped back from me, then paused to look me up and down. I could only imagine what he saw. Clothes askew. Skin flushed. But I lifted my head, determined to hold my own.


  He moved to the door, and pulled it part of the way open. The sounds of the party wafted in, echoing in the service hall. His eyes locked on mine, and for a moment I saw the true depth and power of this man who held so much of Chicago in his hand.


  “I’ll give you what you want, Sloane,” he said. “What we both want. But think long and hard before you come to me. There are things that I like. Things that I want and expect from the woman in my bed. And I don’t play by anyone’s rules but my own.”
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  The thwump-thwump of the helicopter’s rotors fills my head like a whisper, a secret message that I cannot escape. Not him, not now. Not him, not now.


  But I know damn well that my plea is futile, my words flat. I can’t run. I can’t hide. I can only continue as I am—hurtling at over a hundred miles per hour on a collision course with a destiny I thought I had escaped five years ago. And with the man I’d left behind.


  A man I tell myself I no longer want—but can’t deny that I desperately need.


  I clutch my fingers tighter around the copy of Architectural Digest in my lap. I do not need to look down to see the man on the cover. He is as vivid in my mind today as he was back then. His hair a glossy black, with just the slightest hint of copper when the sun hits it just so. His eyes so blue and deep you could drown in them.


  On the magazine, he sits casually on the corner of a desk, his dark gray trousers perfectly creased. His white shirt pressed. His cuff links gleaming. Behind him, the Manhattan skyline rises, framed in a wall of glass. He exudes determination and confidence, but in my mind’s eye, I see even more.


  I see sensuality and sin. Power and seduction. I see a man with his shirt collar open, his tie hanging loose. A man completely at home in his own skin, who commands a room simply by entering it.


  I see the man who wanted me.


  I see the man who terrified me.


  Jackson Steele.


  I remember the way his skin felt as it brushed mine. I even remember his scent, wood and musk and a hint of something smoky.


  Most of all, I remember the way his words seduced me. The way he made me feel. And now, here above the Pacific, I can’t deny the current of excitement that runs through me, simply from the prospect of seeing him again.


  And that, of course, is what scares me.


  As if to emphasize that thought, the helicopter banks sharply, sending my stomach lurching. I reach out to steady myself, pressing my hand against the window as I look out at the deep indigo of the Pacific below me and the jagged Los Angeles coastline receding in the distance.


  “We’re on our approach, Ms. Brooks,” the pilot says a short while later, his voice crystal clear through my headphones. “Just a few more minutes.”


  “Thanks, Clark.”


  I don’t like air travel, and I especially don’t like helicopters. Perhaps I have an overactive imagination, but I can’t seem to shake the mental image of dozens of absolutely essential screws and wires getting wiggled loose by the persistent motion of these constantly vibrating machines.


  I’ve come to accept that I can’t avoid the occasional trip by plane or helicopter. When you work as the executive assistant to one of the world’s wealthiest and most powerful men, air travel is just part of the package. But while I’ve resigned myself to that reality—and even managed to become somewhat Zen about the whole thing—I still get all twisted up during takeoff and landing. There’s something horribly unnatural about the way the earth rises up to meet you, even while you are simultaneously careening toward the ground.


  Not that I can actually see any ground. As far as I can tell, we’re still entirely over water, and I am just about to point out that little fact when a slice of the island appears in my window. My island. Just seeing it makes me smile, and I draw in one breath and then another until I actually feel reasonably calm and somewhat put together.


  Of course, the island isn’t really mine. It belongs to my boss, Damien Stark. Or, more specifically, it belongs to Stark Vacation Properties, which is a division of Stark Real Estate Development, which is an arm of Stark Holdings, which is a wholly owned subsidiary of Stark International, which is one of the most profitable companies in the world, which is owned by one of the most powerful men in the world.


  In my mind, though, Santa Cortez island is mine. The island, the project, and all the potential that goes with it.


  Santa Cortez is one of the smaller Channel Islands that run up the coast of California. Located a little behind Catalina, it was used for many years as a naval facility, along with San Clemente Island. Unlike San Clemente, which is still operated by the military and sports an army base, barracks, and various other signs of civilization, Santa Cortez lacks any development at all; it was used for hand-to-hand combat and weapons training. At least, that’s what I was told. The navy is not known for being forthright about its activities.


  Several months ago, I’d noticed a small article in the Los Angeles Times discussing the military’s presence in California. The article mentioned both islands, but noted that the military was ceasing operations on Santa Cortez. There wasn’t any other information, but I’d taken the article to Stark.


  “It might be up for sale, and if so, I figured we should act fast,” I’d said, handing him the article. I’d just finished briefing him on his schedule for the day, and we were moving briskly down the corridor toward a conference room where no less than twelve banking executives from three different countries waited with Charles Maynard, Stark’s attorney, for the commencement of a long-planned tax and investment strategy meeting.


  “I know you’ve been looking for potential sites for a couples’ resort in the Bahamas,” I continued, “but since we haven’t yet found a suitable island, I was thinking that in the meantime, a high-end getaway location for families with easier access to the States might have real potential as a business model.”


  He’d taken the paper, reading as he walked, and then stopped outside the conference room’s glass doors. I’d come to know his face during the five years I’d worked for him, but right then I hadn’t even an inkling what he was thinking.


  He handed the article back to me, held up one finger in a silent demand for me to wait, and then stepped inside the room, addressing the men as he entered. “Gentlemen, I apologize, but something has come up. Charles, if you could take over the meeting?”


  And then he was back in the corridor with me, not bothering to wait for Maynard’s reply or the executives’ acquiescence, but absolutely confident that things would go smoothly, and just the way he wanted them to.


  “Call Nigel Galway at the Pentagon,” he’d said as we moved down the hall back toward his office. “He’s in my personal contacts. Tell him I’m looking to acquire the island. Then get in touch with Aiden. He’s gone to the Century City site to help Trent with some problem that’s come up during construction. Ask if he can get away long enough to meet us for lunch at The Ivy.”


  “Oh,” I said, trying to find my balance. “Us?”


  Aiden made sense. Aiden Ward was the vice president of Stark Real Estate Development, and was currently overseeing the construction of Stark Plaza, a trio of office buildings off Santa Monica Boulevard in Century City. What I didn’t understand was why Mr. Stark would want me at the lunch, when his usual practice was to simply fill me in after the fact on any post-meeting details that I needed to track or follow up on.


  “If you’re spearheading this project, it makes sense for you to be at the initial meeting.”


  “Spearheading?” Honestly, my head was spinning.


  “If you’re interested in real estate development, especially for commercial projects, you couldn’t ask for a better mentor than Aiden,” he said. “Of course, you’ll be pulling longer hours. I’ll still need you on my desk, but you can delegate as much as makes sense. I think Rachel would like to pick up some more hours, anyway,” he added, referring to his weekend assistant, Rachel Peters.


  “Use the business plan that Trent put together for the Bahamas proposal as a model, and work up your own draft and timeline.” He glanced at his watch. “You won’t be able to finish before lunch, but you can take us through some talking points.” He met my eyes, and I saw the humor in his. “Or am I assuming too much? I thought that real estate was one of your particular interests, but if you’re not looking to shift into a managerial role—”


  “No!” I practically blurt the word, my shoulders squared and my back straight. “No. I mean, yes. I mean, yes, Mr. Stark, I want to work on this project.” What I really wanted was to not hyperventilate, but I wasn’t entirely sure that was going to be possible.


  “Good,” he’d said. We’d reached my desk in the reception area outside his office. “Call Nigel. Make the lunch arrangements. And we’ll go from there.”


  Go from there had led in a more or less straight line directly to this moment. I’m officially the project manager for The Resort at Cortez, a Stark Vacation Property. At least I am today.


  Hopefully, I’ll still be tomorrow. Because that’s the question, isn’t it? Whether the news that I received two hours ago is going to shatter the Santa Cortez project, or whether I can salvage the project along with my nascent career in real estate.


  Too bad I need Jackson Steele if I’m going to pull that off.


  My stomach twists unpleasantly and I tell myself not to worry. Jackson will help me. He has to, because right now everything I want is riding on him.


  Considering my frayed nerves, I’m especially grateful that our landing is soft. I slide the magazine into my leather tote, then unstrap myself and wait for Clark to open the door. As soon as he does, I breathe in the fresh scent of the ocean and lift my face to the breeze. Immediately, I feel better, as if neither my worries nor my motion sickness are any match for the pure beauty of this place.


  And beautiful it is. Beautiful and unspoiled, with native grasses and trees, dunes, and shell-scattered beaches.


  Whatever the military had been doing here, it didn’t harm the natural habitat. In fact, the only signs of civilization are right where we’ve landed. This area sports a tarmac sufficient for two helicopters, a boat dock, a small metal building used for equipment storage, and another small building with two chemical toilets. There’s also a Bobcat, a generator, and various other bits of machinery that have been carted in so that the process of clearing the land can begin. Not to mention the two security cameras that had been mounted to satisfy both Stark International security and the insurance company.


  There is a second copter beside the one that Clark set down, and beyond it is a makeshift path that leads away from this ramshackle work area to the still-wild interior of the island. And, presumably, to Damien, his wife, Nikki, and Wyatt Royce, the photographer Damien hired to take seaside portraits of his wife and also predevelopment photos of the island.


  While Clark remains with the bird, I follow the path. Almost immediately, I regret not taking the time to change out of my skirt and heels before making this jaunt. The ground is rocky and uneven and my shoes are going to end up scuffed and battered. I’d planned to put on jeans and hiking boots, but I’d been in a hurry, and if I can get this project back on track, then I figure my favorite navy pair of heels are a small price to pay.


  The ground slopes up gently, and as I crest a small hill I find myself looking down at a sandy inlet nestled against a cluster of rocks. Waves batter the stones, sending droplets of water up to sparkle in the air like diamonds. On the beach area, I see Damien slide his arm around his wife’s waist as she leans her head upon his shoulder while they both look out at the wide expanse of the sea.


  Nikki and I have become good friends, so it’s not as though I’ve never seen the two of them together. But there is something so sweetly intimate about the moment that I feel as though I should turn back and give them time alone. But I have no time to squander, and so instead I clear my throat as I continue forward.


  I know of course that they won’t hear me. The sound of the ocean crashing against the shore was sufficient to drown out the helicopter’s approach; it’s certainly enough to cover my small noises.


  As if to prove my point, Damien presses his lips to Nikki’s temple. Something tight twists inside me. I think of the magazine in my tote—and the image of the man on the cover. He’d kissed me the same way, and as I remember the butterfly-soft caress of his lips against my skin, I feel my eyes sting. I tell myself it’s the wind and the saltwater spray, but of course that’s not true.


  It’s regret and loss. And, yes, it’s fear.


  Fear that I’m about to open the door to something I desperately want, but know that I can’t handle.


  Fear that I screwed up royally so many years ago.


  And the cold, bitter certainty that, if I’m not very, very careful, the wall I’ve built around myself will come tumbling down, and my horrible secrets will spill out for all the world to see.


  “Sylvia?”


  I jump a little, startled, and realize that I have been standing there, staring blankly toward the sea, my mind far, far away. “Mr. Stark. Sorry. I—”


  “Are you all right?” It’s Nikki who speaks, her expression concerned as she hurries toward me. “You look a little shaky.” She’s beside me now, and she takes my arm.


  “No, I’m fine,” I lie. “Just a little motion sick from the helicopter. Where’s Wyatt?”


  “He set up down the beach,” Stark says. “We thought it was best if he went ahead and got started on the shots for the brochure.”


  I wince, because I am over an hour late. The plan had been for me to spend the morning in Los Angeles while Nikki, Damien, and Wyatt came early to the island. I’d arrive later, once they’d had time to complete the private portrait shoot, and I’d spend the rest of the morning working with Wyatt to capture a series of shots that we could use in the resort’s marketing materials.


  Damien would pilot his copter back to the city, and then Wyatt, Nikki, and I would return with Clark. Nikki and I recently discovered that we share a love of photography and Wyatt has offered to give us some pointers after the work is finished.


  “You didn’t bring your camera,” Nikki says, her forehead creasing into a frown. “Something is wrong.”


  “No,” I say, then, “okay, yes. Maybe.” I meet Stark’s eyes. “I need to talk to you.”


  “I’ll go check on Wyatt,” Nikki says.


  “No, stay. I mean if Mr. Stark—if Damien—doesn’t mind.” I’m still uncomfortable calling him by his first name during working hours. But as he has repeatedly pointed out, I’ve spent a good number of hours drinking cocktails by his pool with his wife. After so many Cosmopolitans, formality when we’re alone begins to feel strained.


  “Of course I don’t mind,” he says. “What’s happened?”


  I take a deep breath, and spill the news I’ve been hanging on to. “Martin Glau pulled out of the project this morning.”


  I see the change in Damien’s face immediately. The quick flash of shock followed by anger, then immediately replaced with steely determination. Beside him, Nikki isn’t nearly so controlled.


  “Glau? But he’s been nothing but enthusiastic. Why on earth would he want to quit?”


  “Not want to,” I clarify. “Has. Done. He’s gone.”


  For a moment, Damien just stares at me. “Gone?”


  “Apparently he’s moved to Tibet.”


  Damien’s eyes widen almost imperceptibly. “Has he?”


  “He’s sold his property, shut down his firm, and told his attorney to let his clients know that he’s decided to spend the rest of his life in prayerful meditation.”


  “The son of a bitch,” Damien says with the kind of contained fury I rarely see in his business dealings, though the press has made much of his temper over the years. “What the hell is he thinking?”


  I understand his anger. For that matter, I share it. This is my project, and Glau has managed to screw us all. The Resort at Cortez might be a Stark property, but that doesn’t mean that it’s fully financed by Damien, or by Damien’s companies. No, we’ve worked our tails off over the last three months pulling together a who’s who of investors—and every single one of them named two reasons they were committed to the project: Glau’s reputation as an architect, and Damien’s reputation as a businessman.


  He runs his fingers through his hair. “All right then, so we handle this. If his attorney is notifying clients today, the press will get wind of it soon, and everything is going to unravel fast.”


  I grimace. Just the thought makes my skin feel clammy, because this project is mine. I conceived it, I pitched it, and I’ve worked my ass off to get it off the ground. It’s more than a resort to me; it’s a stepping stone to my future.


  I have to keep this project alive. And, dammit, I will keep it alive. Even if that means approaching the one man I swore I would never see again.


  “We need a plan in place,” I say. “A definitive course of action to present to the investors.”


  Despite the situation, I see a hint of amusement in Damien’s eyes. “And you have a suggestion already. Good. Let’s hear it.”


  I nod and tighten my grip on my tote bag. “The investors were impressed by Glau’s reputation and his portfolio,” I say. “But that’s not something we can replicate in another architect.” As the moving force behind some of the most impressive and innovative buildings in modern history, Glau was a bona fide starchitect—an architect with both the skill and celebrity status to ensure a project’s success.


  “So I suggest we present the one man who by all accounts is poised to meet or surpass Glau’s reputation.” I reach into my bag and pull out the magazine, then pass it to Damien.


  “Jackson Steele.”


  “He has the experience, the style, the reputation. He’s not just a rising star in the field—with Glau out of the picture, I think it’s fair to say that he’s the new crown prince. And that’s not all. Because even more so than Glau, Steele has the kind of celebrity appeal that this project can use. The sort of publicity potential that will not only excite the investors, but will be a huge boon when we market the resort to the public.”


  “Is that so?” Stark says, his voice oddly flat. I see him catch Nikki’s eyes, and can’t help but wonder at the quick look that passes between the two of them.


  “Read the article,” I urge, determined to prove my point. “Not only is there a rumor that the story surrounding one of his projects is going to be adapted into a feature film, but they’ve already produced a documentary on him and that museum he did last year in Amsterdam.”


  “I know,” Damien says. “It’s premiering at the Chinese theater tonight.”


  “Yes,” I say eagerly. “Are you going? You could talk to him there.”


  Damien’s mouth twists with what I think is irony. “Oddly enough, I wasn’t invited. It’s only on my radar because Wyatt mentioned it. He’s been hired to take the red carpet photos and some candids of the guests.”


  “But that’s my point,” I press. “It’s a red carpet event. This guy has celebrity sparkle all the way. We need him on our team. And the article also says that he’s looking to open a satellite office in Los Angeles, which suggests that he’s trying to move more into the West Coast market.”


  “Jackson Steele isn’t the only name in the pot,” Damien says.


  “No,” I agree. “But right now he’s the only one with a serious spotlight on him. More than that, I’ve already looked into the few others who might appeal to the investors, and none have current availability. Steele does. I didn’t present Steele as a possible architect in the original development plan because he was committed for the next six months to a project in Dubai.” At the time, I’d been grateful that Jackson was unavailable because I didn’t want to be in exactly this position. Now, however, things have changed.


  “The Dubai project fell through,” I continue. “Political and financial issues, I guess. It’s all outlined in the article. I did some quick research, and I don’t believe Steele has another green-lit project, but it won’t stay that way for long. Jackson Steele can save the Cortez resort. Please trust me when I tell you that I wouldn’t suggest him if I didn’t absolutely believe that.”


  And wasn’t that the god’s honest truth?


  “I believe it, too,” Damien says. “And I agree with your assessment of the situation. If we don’t get Jackson Steele on board right away, we’ll lose our investors. The only other way to keep the project alive is if I fully fund the project, either using corporate assets or my personal funds.” He draws in a breath. “Sylvia,” he says gently, “that’s not the way I do business.”


  “I know. Of course I know that. That’s why I’m suggesting we approach Jackson. I mean Steele,” I correct, biting back a wince at my unintentional familiarity. “This is a high profile project—exactly the kind of thing that he’s focusing on these days. He’ll sign on. Everything about it is what he’s looking for.”


  Once again, Damien and Nikki share a look, and worry snakes through me.


  “I’m sorry,” I say. “But is there something I don’t know?”


  “Jackson Steele has no interest in working for Stark International,” Nikki says, after a brief hesitation.


  “He—what?” It takes a moment for the words to sink in. “How do you know?”


  “We met him when we were in the Bahamas,” Nikki explains. “Damien offered to bring him in on the ground floor for the Bahamas project, pulling him in even before Stark International acquired property. Full access to every detail of the project. But he made it very clear that he doesn’t want to work for Damien or any of Damien’s companies. He says that Damien casts a long shadow, and he’s not interested in being caught under it.”


  “In other words, we won’t be landing Steele for this project,” Damien says. He glances at his watch, then at Nikki. “I need to get back,” he says, then returns his attention to me. “Call the investors personally. This isn’t the kind of thing I can sit on. I’m truly sorry, Syl,” Damien adds, and it’s the nickname that drives home how real this is. The project is dead. My project is dead.


  I tell myself I should be relieved not to risk the memories. That I’ve been a fool to think that I have the strength to tempt my nightmares. That I should just let this project go rather than walk right back into everything I once ran from.


  No.


  No. I’ve worked too hard, and this project means too much. I can’t just let it go. Not like that. Not without a fight.


  And, yes, perhaps there is a part of me that wants to see Jackson Steele again. To prove to myself that I can do this. That I can see him, talk to him, work so goddamn intimately with him—and somehow manage to not shatter under the weight of it all.


  “Please,” I say to Damien, as I squeeze my hands into fists and tell myself that the staccato beat of my heart and the clamminess of my skin stem from fear of losing the project and not the thought of seeing Jackson again. “Let me talk to him. We need to at least try.”


  “There will be other projects, Ms. Brooks.” His voice is gentle, but firm. “This isn’t your last opportunity.”


  “I believe you,” I say. “But I’ve never known you to walk away from a floundering deal if there was any chance of saving it.”


  “Based on what I know of Mr. Steele, there isn’t a chance.”


  “I think there is. Please, let me try. I’m just asking for the weekend,” I rush to add. “Just enough time for me to meet with Mr. Steele and pitch the project to him.”


  For a moment, Damien says nothing. Then he nods. “I can’t keep this from the investors,” he finally says. “But it’s already Friday, and we can make that work for us. Call them. Let them know we need to update them about the project, and schedule a conference call for Monday morning.”


  I nod, quick and businesslike. But inside, I am jumping with glee.


  “That gives you the weekend,” Damien continues. “Monday morning we’ll either announce that we have Jackson Steele on board, or that the project is in trouble.”


  “We’ll have him on board,” I say, with a confidence born more of hope than reality.


  Damien’s head tilts ever so slightly to the left, as if considering my words. “What makes you think so?”


  I lick my lips. “I—I met him. About five years ago in Atlanta. Right before I came to work for you, actually. I don’t know if he’ll agree, but I think he’ll hear me out.” At least, I thought he would before I learned that he’d already turned down a Stark project.


  Now, the entire playing field has changed. Before, I’d thought I was bringing him a kick-ass project on a silver platter. Me, doing a favor for Jackson. Me, in control.


  Now I know the opposite is true.


  He can walk away. He can say no. He can lift his middle finger and tell me to stay the hell out of his life.


  I think about the last conversation we had—a conversation that had ripped me apart.


  I need you to do something for me, I’d said.


  Anything.


  No questions, no arguments. It’s important.


  Whatever you need, baby, I promise. You only have to ask.


  He had kept his word then. He’d done as I asked, even though it had just about destroyed us both.


  Now there is something else I need.


  And I desperately hope that once again I only have to ask.


  two


  “Whatever time he has available today,” I say, holding my phone tight to my left ear and my hand tight over my right. Even so, it’s hard to hear Jackson’s New York–based secretary over the noise of the helicopter powering down.


  “I’m sorry, Ms. Brooks. Mr. Steele’s documentary is screening in Los Angeles this evening, so I’m afraid every minute is booked.”


  I’m on the roof of Stark Tower downtown, and despite the sensation of literally being on top of the world, I do not feel composed or in control. I want to pull open the door to enter the elevator alcove, but I know from experience that I run the risk of losing my cell signal, and I have a feeling that if I let this woman get off the phone I won’t ever get her back.


  So I stand in the wind with the sun burning down on me and the asphalt all around me, feeling decidedly at the mercy of not only the elements, but of Jackson Steele, his secretary, and even the damned cellular provider.


  “How about tomorrow?” I ask. “I realize that’s Saturday, but if he’s not going right back to New York—”


  “Mr. Steele will be staying in Los Angeles for at least a week.”


  “Perfect,” I say, going limp with relief. “When would be convenient?”


  “Just a moment, please. I’ll see if I can reach him on his cell.”


  I stand there, feeling a little foolish, as the peppy hold music plays. When the phone clicks, signaling that the woman has returned to the line, I straighten my back and shoulders as if springing to attention, then roll my eyes at my own ridiculous behavior.


  “I’m afraid there is no convenient time, Ms. Brooks.”


  “Oh, no, really. I’m happy to make myself available anytime. And if it’s more convenient I’ll go to his hotel or he can come to my office. Whatever works.”


  I hear her sigh, long and deep, and I bite my lower lip as she says, “No, Ms. Brooks, you misunderstand. Mr. Steele has asked that I decline your request for a meeting. And to express his regrets, of course.”


  “His regrets?”


  “He said that you would understand. He said that you two discussed this already. In Atlanta.”


  “He—what?”


  “I’m terribly sorry, Ms. Brooks. But I can assure you that Mr. Steele’s refusal is final.”


  My mouth has gone completely dry. Not that it matters. I may want to argue, but it is too late. The line has gone dead.


  I stare at my phone for a moment, not quite believing what I’ve just heard.


  Jackson said no.


  “Shit.” I run my fingers through my hair, then look up at Clark, who has secured the helicopter and is heading my direction.


  “Trouble?” he asks, his brow furrowed as he peers at my face.


  “Not if I have anything to say about it,” I reply. Because there is no way I’m calling Damien and telling him that I blew it so badly I couldn’t even get a meeting. Which means that I very badly need a Plan B. Another starchitect. A magic potion. A goddamn freaking miracle.


  I start to follow Clark into the alcove, then stop short, remembering. “Have a good weekend,” I say to him. “I need to make one more call.”


  And then I scroll through my contacts, find Wyatt’s number, and call the photographer to see if he can wrangle that miracle.


  “You do know how awesome this is, right?” Cass asks as she climbs into the limo and takes a seat opposite me.


  She looks amazing, as usual, in a slinky black dress slit so far up her thigh it’s a wonder she didn’t flash the neighborhood. The dress is held up by a single, simple bow over her left shoulder, and she fills it out with the kind of curves I can only dream about. Her hair is red this week, and she is wearing it up so as to accentuate the dress. Other than a small diamond stud in her nose, she wears no jewelry, which makes the tattoo of an exotic bird on her shoulder, its tail feathers trailing down her arm in an explosion of color, all the more stunning.


  As soon as she’s settled, Edward shuts the door and returns to the driver’s seat. We don’t see him, as we are snug behind the privacy screen, but I feel the motion as the limo pulls away from the curb in front of Cass’s tiny house in Venice Beach.


  “Seriously, Syl. Your job perks rock.”


  “Definitely on the upside of awesome,” I agree as I pass her a glass of wine. The limo is one of the Stark International fleet, and Edward is Damien’s personal driver, on loan to me for this evening. With any luck, I’ll make this worth Edward’s overtime.


  “I think we both need a moment of deep contemplation,” Cass says. “You, in appreciation of the serious perks of your job. And me, in gratitude that you are so antisocial that there’s no one else you wanted to invite tonight.”


  “Bitch,” I say, but I’m laughing as she closes her eyes and tilts her head back.


  “Ommm,” she says, as if she’s in a yoga class and not in the back of a stretch limo on her way to a Hollywood release party.


  I’d debated whether or not to bring her, but in the end had decided that not only would Cass get a kick out of a red carpet premiere, but she’d also make a damn fine human security blanket.


  Cass has been my best friend since I marched into her dad’s tattoo parlor at the ripe old age of fifteen. He’d sent me packing, telling me in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t about to lose his license so some Brentwood brat could get a tat in order to piss off Mommy and Daddy.


  I hadn’t cried—I haven’t cried since I was fourteen—but I had felt my face go hot as my temper and frustration rose. I’d called him a bastard, yelled that he didn’t know a thing about my parents and he sure as hell didn’t know anything about me. I don’t actually remember calling him a fucking prick, but Cass assures me that I did.


  What I do remember is storming out, then running blindly until I reached the beach. I’d rushed across the bike path, almost knocking over a toddler, and then tripped in the sand. I’d fallen facedown and just laid there like an idiot, my forehead on my arm and my eyes squeezed together because I wanted to cry—so help me, I wanted the tears to flow—but they didn’t. They couldn’t.


  I don’t know how long I laid there, breathing shallow so I wouldn’t suck up the sand. All I know is that she was there when I looked up, all long legs and tanned skin and short black hair slicked into dozens of spikes. She crouched on her haunches, her elbows on her knees and her chin in her hand as she stared at me. Just rocked back and forth and stared.


  “Go away,” I’d said.


  “It’s not his fault. My mom bailed, and he’s gotta take care of me, so it’s not his fault. I mean, if they yank his license, they’ll close his shop and then they’ll repossess the house and we’ll end up living in the back of his Buick, and I’ll have to turn tricks in Hollywood just to keep us in Snickers and Diet Coke.”


  My gut clenched at her words, and for a second I thought I would be sick. “Don’t,” I said. “That’s not even funny.”


  Her eyes narrowed as she studied me, then she stood up, as gangly as a colt. She held out her hand to help me up. “He can’t do it, but I can.”


  “Can what?”


  “You want a tat, I can give you a tat.” She shrugged, as if tattooing someone was the kind of thing every teenage girl knew how to do.


  “Bullshit.”


  “Suit yourself.” She started to walk away.


  I pushed myself up so that I was kneeling in the sand and watched her leave, never once looking back to see if I’d changed my mind.


  I had. “Wait!”


  She stopped. A moment passed, then another, then she turned. She crossed her arms over her chest and waited.


  “How old are you?” I asked.


  “Sixteen. How old are you?”


  “I just turned fifteen. You can really do it?”


  She came toward me, then stuck her leg out so that there was no missing the black rose on her ankle. “I can do it.”


  “Will it hurt?”


  She snorted. “Duh, yeah. But not any more than it would if he did it.”


  I assume she was right about that, but I’ll never know for sure. Because Cass is the only one who has ever given me a tattoo, and she’s given me several. That first day we’d hung out on the beach until her dad had locked the shop. Then we’d snuck back in, and she’d adorned my pubic bone with a beautiful golden lock, sealed tight and bound with chains.


  She asked me why I wanted that design, and I hadn’t told her. Not then. And even later, I didn’t tell her everything. Just the surface, but not the deep-down truth. And even though she’s my best friend, I don’t think I ever will.


  That tat—and the ones that followed—are for me alone. They are secrets and triumphs, weaknesses and strengths. They are a map, and they are memories.


  Most of all, they are mine.


  “So who’s going to be there?” Cass asks after a while. “There’s a red carpet, right?”


  “That’s what I hear. But don’t get too excited. It’s a documentary, not a blockbuster. I’m guessing a few studio execs, some agents, maybe a few C-listers.”


  “Doesn’t change the fact that we’re gonna walk down a red fucking carpet. I guess I can knock that one off my bucket list.”


  “I guess you can. The dress rocks, by the way. Where did you get it?”


  “That Goodwill near Beverly Hills. It’s my favorite hunting ground.” Cass owns Totally Tattoo now and makes a good living, but it wasn’t always that way, and I don’t think I’ve ever once seen her buy retail.


  “Usually I only score a ten-dollar pair of 7 For All Mankind jeans and some kick-ass tees,” she continues. “But this time there was an entire rack of evening clothes. I swear, I don’t get those women. Wear it once and then donate it.” She shrugs philosophically. “But whatever. I’m happy to take advantage of their economic idiocy.”


  “And look incredibly hot in your frugality.”


  “Damn skippy. You look pretty amazing yourself,” she adds.


  “I should. I spent two hours getting a trim and having my makeup done.” I’ve worn my hair short since I was fifteen. That’s when I cut off my long, loose waves in favor of a cut that’s a cross between a pixie and a bob. At the time, all I’d wanted was a change, and as dramatic a one as I thought I could get away with. Since shaving my head was a bit too radical even for my mood, I’d dialed it back.


  Now, though, I genuinely like the cut. According to Kelly, the girl who does my hair, it suits my oval-shaped face and highlights my cheekbones. Honestly, I don’t care about the reason. I just want to like what I see in the mirror.


  “The red tips are especially awesome,” Cass says.


  “I know, right? Isn’t it fun?” My hair is dark brown with natural golden highlights. Frankly, I like it that way, so I’ve never been tempted to follow Cass’s lead and dye my hair temporarily pink or purple or even just plain red.


  Tonight, however, I thought I’d have a little fun, and I’d asked Kelly to see about giving me some colored highlights. She went a step further, focusing on the tips of a few chunks of hair in a way that seems not only fun but elegant.


  “It’s awesome, yes, but what I meant was that the color matches your dress. Which is fabulous, by the way.”


  “It should be. It cost a freaking fortune.”


  I may not spend my life trolling consignment stores like Cass, but I rarely spend as much on a dress as I did on this one. It’s fire-engine red, and though I decided to go with cocktail length, I think it’s as elegant and sexy as Cass’s floor-skimming evening gown. And, yes, as I did a turn in front of the dressing room mirror, I’d tried to see myself through Jackson’s eyes. Not because I wanted to look hot—or, not entirely—but because I wanted to look successful. Competent.


  Powerful.


  “It works?” I ask Cass. “Not too slutty? Or worse, too corporate?”


  “It’s perfect. You look like a confident, professional businesswoman. And clearly you took my advice and invested in a padded push-up bra, because you even have cleavage.”


  “Bitch,” I say, but with the utmost affection. I’ve got an athletic build, slim and lean. Which is great when it comes to finding clothes, but not so great when I’m trying to fill out a dress.


  I expect her to shoot me a snarky comeback, but instead there is only silence. “What?” I demand, when I can’t take it any longer.


  “Are you sure you want to do this?”


  It is the gentleness in her voice that cuts through me. Cass is loud and boisterous, and I am used to that. Softness from her can break me.


  I nod. “I’ve put my heart and soul into this project. I’m not going to let it die if I can save it.”


  “Even if saving it hurts you?”


  I force myself not to wince. “It won’t.”


  “Dammit, Syl, it already has. Do you think I don’t get it? There is no one who knows you better than I do, and in case you’ve forgotten, I’m the one who inked your back when you got back to LA from Atlanta. I know how wrecked you were, and I swear to god, if you hadn’t been pumped up about the job with Stark you would have just crumbled into dust and blown away.”


  “Cass, don’t—”


  “Don’t what? Don’t worry about you?”


  “It was five years ago. I put it behind me.”


  “And now it’s back in front of you.”


  “No,” I say, and then stop, because she is right. “Okay, maybe. Yes. Guilty as charged. I’m walking into the lion’s den. Pouring the gasoline and striking the match. Jumping off the cliff. Pick your metaphor, because it doesn’t matter. I have to do this.”


  “Why?”


  “Are you really asking me that?”


  Her shoulders droop. “No. I get it. I’ve watched you work this project. I know how much it means to you. It’s like me and the studio. I loved working for my dad, but it’s better now that the place is totally mine. I feel, I don’t know, grown up. Complete.”


  “Yeah. It’s like that.”


  “It’s just that he already said no, right? He told Stark, and then he refused to even take a meeting with you. So do you really believe you can change his mind?”


  “I have to believe it,” I say. “Right now, unsupported optimism is all I’ve got going for me.”


  “Oh, man. Don’t say that.”


  I lean forward to take her hand. “I can do this. And I’ll be fine. Really. I’m not as fragile as I used to be. I can do this,” I repeat, as much to convince myself as her.


  “Fuck yeah, you can,” she says, though the words are belied by a weak smile.


  “Come on,” I urge. “How can I fail when I look this hot?”


  That gets a laugh. “You’ve got a point,” she admits. “I mean, right now you look good enough to eat. And, hell, I can remember when you schlepped around looking so ratty that not even a dog would want to give you a lick.”


  “No kidding, right?” I’d spent my last years of high school trying very hard to be invisible. It was Cass who’d slapped some sense into me the summer before I started college at UCLA.


  It’s a day I remember with crystal clarity. It was a Tuesday, and we’d decided to go check out the campus that would soon become my home. A couple of upperclassmen had given us both the onceover, and my immediate reaction had been to hunch my shoulders and cross my arms over my chest.


  “Are you a fucking moron?” she’d asked in that gentle Cassidy way that she has.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Oh, come on, Syl. You need to stop this. You’re totally hot and you hide it under ugly sweatshirts and baggy jeans. And the hair—”


  “I am not growing out my hair.”


  “Have ya considered maybe, I don’t know, combing it?”


  I’d shoved my hands into the pockets of my baggy jeans and stared at the sidewalk.


  “Look,” she’d said more gently. “I get it. I do. You wanna get all comfy on my shrink couch and I’ll tell you exactly what is going on in that head of yours.”


  “I didn’t finally tell you about what happened so you could pick me apart,” I’d snapped.


  “Guess what? I don’t care. Because you are my best friend and I love you and you are handing that asshole power on a silver fucking platter.”


  “I’m not handing him anything,” I’d said. “He is gone. Long gone.” And thank god for that.


  “The hell he is. He’s the reason you walk around looking like you’re trying to get typecast as Dumpy Female Neighbor. Maybe you haven’t seen the prick since you turned fifteen, but he is with you every fucking day.”


  I’d clenched my hands into fists as my temper rose. “Do not even think about going there,” I’d said, lifting my head and taking a step toward her.


  “I’m already there.” Cassidy is only about three inches taller than me, but she’s always been larger than life, and I’d been overwhelmed by her shadow. And that had just made me angrier. I was hurting. I was lost. And even my best friend wasn’t backing me.


  “Just. Fucking. Don’t.”


  “Don’t what?” she’d asked. “Don’t tell you the truth? Don’t try to beat through that thick head of yours how absurd this is? Some pervert photographer preys on you because you were young and pretty, and so now you’re still trying everything in your power to disappear? Fuck that shit. You were fourteen—fourteen. He was the asshole.”


  I’d shaken my head slowly, my eyes burning even though no tears came. I’d wanted to run, but it was Cass I always ran to, which meant there was nowhere left to go. “I should never have told you.”


  The truth is I hadn’t told her all of it—not even close. But I’d told her enough.


  “Dammit, Syl,” she’d said, and there’d been tears streaming down her face. “Don’t you get it? Some fucked up a-hole took your virginity. He took sex. But he didn’t take you. You’re smart and you’re beautiful, and he can’t touch that shit. You need to own it. Because every time you hide behind some bullshit like this,” she’d said, plucking at my ugly gray sweatshirt, “you’re letting him win. You want your life back, you take it back. And you look damn hot doing it.”


  Now, as I sit in my sexy red cocktail dress in the back of the limo, I can still feel the way my stomach twisted when she’d talked about what Bob did to me during those months when I was fourteen. More than that, though, I remember how warm and safe I’d felt just knowing that I’d had a friend who really cared.


  “Thanks,” I say softly.


  She tilts her head, obviously not following my train of thought. “For what?”


  “For this,” I say, plucking at the dress. “If you hadn’t bitched me out all those years ago, I’d probably be wearing sweatpants tonight.”


  “Not if you were going with me,” she retorts, and we both laugh.


  “Look, Syl,” she says after a moment, “I just don’t want you getting all twisted up again. You never really told me what happened with Steele, but I know you well enough to know you’re kinda screwed up where guys and relationships are concerned.”


  “Understatement of the century,” I agree. I don’t need a shrink to know I still have issues.


  “Have you even slept with a guy since Atlanta?”


  I tense. “I’ve been focusing on work,” I say, my words crisper than I intend. “It’s not like my job is nine-to-five.”


  She holds up her hands in surrender. “Hey, I get it. I do. And it’s not like I’m saying you should go back to the way you were before Steele, either.”


  I cringe, because the truth is I’d fucked a lot of guys in college. Not because I wanted them, or even because I wanted to get off. No, I was using sex as therapy, proving over and over that despite everything I knew about myself, I could keep my feelings and reactions and emotions in a nice, tight little box. That I could win over the memories and fight the nightmares. That I could keep control.


  Cass knows more about that time in my life than anybody. And she also knows that it isn’t a time I want to talk about. “Don’t do this, Cass. Don’t fuck with my head tonight. Please.”


  “I’m sorry. I am. But tonight’s the whole point. You’re still raw.”


  I shake my head automatically, wanting to deny even though she’s right. “I haven’t had a nightmare since I moved back to LA.”


  “And that’s great. That’s my point. And I don’t want you to get hurt now. Again. You’ve already gone through too much.”


  “I won’t,” I say, though the promise is hollow. “I love you, you know.”


  Humor flashes in her green eyes as her mouth quirks into a halfsmile. “Yeah, but will you get naked with me?”


  “After all the time I took to get dressed?” I quip. Considering I really am screwed up where guys and relationships are concerned, I sometimes wish I could go there. But that’s not me. And though we’ve had our awkward moments, for the most part, the crush she’s never bothered to hide is just one more dynamic between us.


  She grins wickedly, then glances at her watch. “We’ve still got a couple of minutes before we get to the theater. We could drop the privacy screen. Give Edward a little show.” She purses her lips, then manages a boob-shaking shimmy.


  I laugh out loud. “That is wrong on so many levels.”


  “Honestly, what’s the point of going to a Hollywood shindig if sex and alcohol aren’t part of the mix?”


  “We have alcohol,” I remind her, as I refill her wineglass. “As for the sex, I’m sure there will be plenty of prospects.”


  “From the C-list,” she reminds me.


  I consider a moment. “Actually, I wouldn’t be surprised if Graham Elliott shows up.” Elliott is Hollywood’s latest mega-star. “Apparently he’s gunning to play Steele in a feature film that’s in the works, and he’s A-list all the way.”


  “Not exactly my type, but that means Kirstie Ellen Todd is probably coming, too, right?”


  “I doubt it. I saw online that they broke up.”


  Cass makes a face, then sighs. “Well, at least I’ve got a shot at her again.”


  “One, I’m pretty sure she’s straight. And two, there’s the small problem that you’ll never in a million years meet her.”


  “Minor inconveniences, all.”


  I shake my head, amused. “Confidence, thy name is Cassidy.”


  “Damn straight. Oh, wow, check it out.” She slams back her wine, then uses the empty glass as a pointer. “Spotlights.”


  She’s right. Twin searchlights are doing the crisscross-in-the-sky routine right in front of the old Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, which is now the TCL Chinese Theatre. When I was growing up, it was Mann’s Chinese Theatre, and so mostly I just think of it as the Chinese theater in Hollywood with the hand- and footprints of so many movie and television stars.


  Edward slides the limo into line, and we creep forward slowly until the rear door is even with the red carpet. The limo stops, the door opens, and Cass and I emerge to the flash and buzz of reporters. It slows down as soon as they realize that we aren’t celebrities, though I think that Cass’s killer legs probably kept them snapping a bit longer than they otherwise might.


  In front of us, red velvet ropes separate the theater and its forecourt from the spectators who have gathered along this section of Hollywood Boulevard.


  Cass squeezes my hand as we start to walk the red carpet toward the iconic pagoda-style entrance to the famous theater. “This is completely iced.”


  I really can’t argue, and as we follow the path, I feel a bit like a celebrity myself. That fantasy is only accentuated as I glance around at the tuxedoed men and well-coiffed women who mingle in this open area, chatting with the press and giving tourists and celebrity watchers a chance to snap dozens and dozens of photos.


  Wyatt waits at the end, and as Cass and I approach, he grins. I expect to pass by and join the mingling guests, but he ushers me in front of a banner advertising the studio that financed the documentary, and proceeds to do the full-on Red Carpet Photo Moment.


  “Thanks for wrangling the extra tickets for me,” I say. “I owe you big.”


  “No problem,” Wyatt says as he aims his camera at Cass. “Just another manifestation of my subversive, artistic personality. I’m all wacky that way,” he adds, making me laugh.


  Cass and I link arms and follow the well-dressed crowd. We go first toward Grauman’s Ballroom in the adjacent multiplex where the VIP reception is being held prior to the screening in the original theater. I lean toward Cass. “Definitely iced,” I say, repeating her word. And I mean it. Right then, I feel pumped up, confident, and ready to conquer the world. Or, at least, to conquer Jackson Steele.


  Uniformed staff stands at the door, offering us flutes of champagne as we enter the ballroom. “Wow,” Cass says, and I silently echo the sentiment.


  The room is stunning. Huge, but not overwhelming. Golden light fills the space, but is broken up by a pattern of geometric blue images projected onto the floor and ceiling. A few corners of the balcony are highlighted in red, giving the room a festive, nightclub atmosphere. Two massive columns seem to stand guard over the space, and between them, a crowd gathers around a circular bar, the stacked wineglasses twinkling like colored stars in the clever lighting.


  Behind the bar, a screen displays a montage of photographs—soaring skyscrapers, angular office buildings, innovative housing complexes. I recognize each as a Jackson Steele project, and those images are interspersed with sketches, blueprints, and construction shots of the Amsterdam museum that is as much the focus of the documentary as the man himself.


  Cass drains her flute of champagne and makes a beeline for the bar. “I need a refill and you need liquid courage,” she says.


  “I do not,” I lie, but she orders a glass of cabernet for both of us anyway.


  I take it, ignoring the voice of reason that tells me that I shouldn’t be even slightly tipsy around Jackson Steele. That if I am going to get through this, I need to be clear-headed, professional, and ice, ice cold. Smart words, and I shoot them all to hell when I lift my glass and down a long, slow sip.


  “To kicking butt and taking names,” Cass says as she holds her glass out in a toast. I clink mine against hers, then take another smaller sip. What had she said? Liquid courage? Yeah, maybe that was a good thing, after all.


  I glance around, scoping out the area and searching the faces. The room is comfortably elegant, with linen-covered tables mixed in with plush couches and designer chairs. Most are empty, as the guests are standing to mingle and work the room. I recognize a few of them. A reality TV star in the corner, an agent I met once at a party. I don’t see Jackson, though, and I’m starting to get antsy. He must be here somewhere, and I’m afraid that if I don’t find him before the screening, he’ll be whisked away to some after-party before I have the chance to talk with him.


  “What’s he look like?”


  “You don’t know?”


  She shrugs. “You didn’t tell me until today that your Atlanta fling grew up to be a hot-shit celebrity architect. Hot shit and just plain hot, right?”


  “That’s about the sum of it.” I stumble for a moment—because how do you describe perfection—and then I stop, because he is right in front of me. Not the man, but his image, projected on the screen behind the bar for all the world to see.


  “Whoa,” Cass says as she follows my gaze. “Shit, fuck. Seriously? That guy is positively gorgeous.”


  I nod, my eyes glued to the screen, my throat thick. I’d thought that the magazine cover did him justice, but I was wrong. On the cover, he is brushed and polished, his rough edges smoothed away by the magic of Photoshop. But this—this is raw and grainy. It’s candid and stunning and awe-inspiring.


  It’s Jackson, standing astride two parallel iron girders at least thirty stories above a city I don’t recognize. He’s wearing jeans, a long-sleeve white T-shirt, and a white hard hat. He is holding on to a giant hook suspended in front of him, and seems unaware of the camera that I can only assume is taking this shot through a long lens from a safe distance.


  The shadow of beard stubble is as unmistakable as the brilliant blue of his eyes, which seem to burn in the white light of the sun. His free hand rests against his forehead like a visor, blocking the sun as he surveys the structure rising all around him. Behind and beneath him, the city spreads out, but it is Jackson who is the focal point. And from this single image, there is no question that Jackson is a man with the power to grab hold of the earth and remake it as he wants it. And in that moment, I can only hope that what I can offer is something that he wants to claim.


  I hug myself, then step back as the image fades and is replaced by another building site. I turn and find Cass staring at me. She sighs, then shakes her head slowly. “Christ, Syl. I can see it on your face.”


  I look away, but she grabs my arm.


  “This job isn’t worth it. He’s going to rip you to pieces all over again. He half has already.”


  “No.” I take a deep breath. “No, he won’t—he hasn’t. And he didn’t rip me to pieces in the first place. I did that all by myself. All he did was—”


  “Leave?”


  “All he did was what I asked him to.” And with any luck, he would do exactly that again.


  “Fine. Okay. But are you sure you don’t want a wingman? At the very least I can hang with you until you find him.”


  “No. I’m good. Go mingle. Who knows. Maybe Kirstie Ellen Todd really is here.”


  She hesitates, then nods. “I’ll tell her you said hi.” She gives me a quick hug, then slides up to the bar again for another glass of wine. I do the opposite and set my half-full glass on a passing waiter’s tray. Definitely better to be clearheaded.


  After fifteen minutes, though, I’m regretting my forced sobriety. I’ve circled the room twice and seen dozens of almost famous actors and well over a hundred other faces that aren’t familiar at all. I’ve seen Cass chatting up pretty much everybody, a waitress I recognize from my favorite restaurant who tells me she’s moonlighting, and Wyatt circulating through it all with his camera and flash.


  But I haven’t seen Jackson.


  He must be here, though, so I decide that the best approach is to go up to the second level, park myself along the balcony, and scan the guests from above. I’m heading that direction, my head slightly down as I’m taking a second to check my office email and messages on my phone, when I catch a glimpse of something familiar in my peripheral vision.


  I look up, ignoring the sudden tightness in my chest, and search the surrounding faces for him. Except he’s not there, and now my chest tightens even more, this time with disappointment.


  I take another step as I slide my phone back into my tiny red purse.


  And that’s when I see him.


  He’s descending the stairs, his attention focused on the distinguished-looking man beside him. He is clean-shaven and elegant in a collarless black jacket over a white cotton pullover. I had expected a tux, but can’t deny that this is a much better choice. He looks dark and sexy and unpredictable. More, he looks important. The kind of man who can say “fuck you” to convention, and have everyone scrambling to keep up with him.


  This is the man who lives in my memories. Those crystalline blue eyes. That wide, gorgeous mouth. The thick brows and sculpted features.


  He descends two more steps, then turns slightly away from his companion. As he does, I realize that he isn’t entirely as I remember him. Now there is a scar that intersects his left eyebrow, then arcs across his forehead to his hairline. It wasn’t there in Atlanta, but it’s well-healed, and must be several years old.


  The scar does nothing to mar the sensuality of this man who so undeniably commands the room. Instead, that single flaw adds to his mystique, giving him a dangerous and mysterious edge. Even so, I know that there must be pain beneath it, and my fingers itch to touch it, to trace the path of it. To hold and soothe and comfort against whatever evil had the gumption to scar that incredible face.


  But that is no longer my right, and that reality is pounded home as I glance around and realize that every woman in the vicinity is looking at him, just as I am. I close my hand into a fist, feeling suddenly proprietary, even though I have no claim on this man anymore. I gave that up. Sacrificed him to save myself.


  A wave of melancholy crashes over me, and I tell myself to stop it, stop it, stop it.


  I did the right thing, I am certain of it. And it doesn’t matter anyway. The past is over, goddammit. I need to just suck it up and move on, just like I’ve been doing for my whole screwed-up life.


  I take a deep breath, then another, as I force myself to get my shit together. I’m a businesswoman with a lucrative proposition. I’m not a starry-eyed girl getting weak-kneed around the ultra-sexy man of the hour.


  I can do this. I can approach him, greet him, tell him that I’m not going to accept a brush-off. That it’s been five years, we’re both grown-ups, and he’s just going to have to listen to me.


  Straightforward. Direct. To the point.


  Right. I can manage. No problem at all.


  I take a step toward him, then another.


  I straighten my shoulders and put on the professional smile that I have honed over five years of working for the CEO of Stark International.


  I keep my eyes on Jackson as I move toward the staircase, taking a path designed to intercept him as he reaches the ballroom floor.


  He doesn’t see me—he is completely focused on the man beside him. I cannot hear their conversation, but Jackson’s hands move as he talks, and I know that they are discussing architecture. I smile with affection, remembering the way he would outline a skyscraper in the air and the way his fingers would dance as he considered facades and footprints, purpose and plan.


  His companion says something, and Jackson laughs, his wide, sensual mouth curving into a smile that freezes in place as he casually scans the crowd—and then finds me.


  A wild heat burns across his expression, but is banked so quickly that I almost think I imagined it. Now when I look, I see only a blank stoicism. And yet there remains an intensity to him, the illusion of motion even though he has stopped dead still on the staircase.


  His eyes are locked on mine, and I stand motionless as well, unable to move. Almost unable to breathe.


  “Jackson,” I say, but I am not sure if I have spoken aloud or if his name has simply filled me, as essential as oxygen.


  We hold like that, time ticking by, the world around us frozen. Neither of us move, and yet I feel as though I am spinning through space and hurtling toward him. The illusion terrifies me, because right then I know two things—I want desperately to be in his arms again, and I am absolutely terrified of the collision.


  And then, suddenly, the world clicks back into motion. His eyes hold mine for a split second longer, and in those few brief moments before he turns away, I see the flash of cold, hard anger. But there’s something else, too. Something that looks like regret thawing under the ice.


  I realize that my limbs will function again, and take a step toward him, knowing that this is my chance. For the project—and for something deeper that I do not want to think about because opening that door scares me too much.


  But it doesn’t matter. Not my fear, not the project.


  Because Jackson doesn’t look at me again.


  Instead, he strides right by me, never looking back, never even slowing. And I am left to watch him pass, as anonymous as all the other women who stand there and look after him with longing.


  three


  What the hell had I been thinking?


  The man had flatly declined a meeting with me. Had I really believed that once he saw me in person everything would change? That he would rush over, take my hands, and ask me how he could help?


  I didn’t believe that, no. But damn me, I’d hoped it.


  It had seemed so simple in theory. Not easy—nothing about seeing Jackson again is going to be easy—but by the numbers. I could do it, especially because I had to do it.


  But I’d choked.


  Instead of taking the straightforward approach—find him, talk to him—I’d frozen. Instead of moving in, I’d let him pass me by.


  Shit.


  I’d miscalculated everything, and whatever slim confidence I’ve been clinging to has been thoroughly and dramatically shattered.


  I see Cass across the room laughing with a woman in a short, tight dress and sun-streaked blond hair. She glances my way, and I see her brows lift slightly in question. Need me?


  I shake my head and smile. Cass broke up with her longtime girlfriend five months ago, and has been pretty much off the market since. If she’s connecting with this woman, no way am I going to mess up her rhythm.


  Besides, it’s time to bite the bullet. I came here to pitch a project, and I’m damned if I will leave without giving it a shot.


  Jazzed from my mental pep talk, I start off in the direction in which he’d disappeared, only to be waylaid by the announcement that the film will begin in fifteen minutes, and guests should start making their way toward the theater.


  The announcement pretty much destroys any chance of getting a spare moment with Jackson. For one thing, I’m certain he must have some sort of man-of-the-hour thing to do onstage before the film starts. For another, the crowd has become so thick that I have no choice but to be swept along with the throng.


  I allow myself to become part of the surge, making peace with the realization that I am going to have to either find Jackson right after the screening or wrangle my way into the after-party—a perk that my invitation doesn’t include.


  Black-clad ushers who are probably USC film students direct us out of the multiplex and over to the original Chinese theater. It is one of my favorite places in Los Angeles. I used to escape here as a teenager, losing myself to another reality hidden in this exotic venue. It’s been recently remodeled, but unlike the shining modernism of the ballroom we have just left, the lobby of the Chinese theater still has a bit of camp, with statues brought from Beijing and Shanghai, ornate ceiling tiles and fixtures, folding screens used as wall decorations, and lots of red walls and carpets.


  Once inside the theater, though, technology rules. The IMAX screen is huge and state of the art, and I can’t deny the thrill of knowing that I’m about to see both Jackson and his work splashed larger than life in front of me.


  I grab an aisle seat in the very last row, figuring that I’ll have the best chance of extricating myself from the crowd and finding Jackson if I can get out the door quickly once the film is over. The theater isn’t completely full, and there are five or six seats between me and the next person over by the time the lights dim. I can’t help but be relieved. I’m on edge and antsy, battered by memories that are butting up against me, pushing and prying and trying to break free. I’m tired of fighting them. After the film, I can be strong again. But for the next seventy minutes, I want to lose myself to the past, to Jackson, and to the soaring images of the world that he has made.


  A ripple of applause fills the room as a man I recognize as Jackson’s companion from the stairs takes the stage and introduces himself as Michael Prado, the documentary’s director.


  “As many of you may know, I serve on the board of the National Historic and Architectural Conservation Project, and in that capacity it has been my privilege to observe the growth of many talented young architects. Some display raw talent. Some, a keen business sense. Still others have an innate ability to mesh form and function, location and purpose. Only once, however, have I seen all those attributes embodied in one man. And that man is here tonight. Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome Jackson Steele.”


  There is considerably more applause as Jackson takes the steps two at a time, then waves at the audience before shaking Prado’s hand.


  “Thank you all for the warm welcome,” he says as he takes the mike. “And thank you, Michael, for your incredibly generous words. As you might realize,” he continues, turning so that he faces the audience without putting his back to the director, “a documentary of the nature that Michael has put together is an extremely invasive beast. And I say that with the utmost respect and affection,” he adds as the audience laughs.


  “He’s trying to say that I got in his way,” Michael jokes.


  “Or that I got in his,” Jackson says, handling the audience with undeniable skill. “But seriously, I owe this man a great debt. This documentary was in the works even prior to the board of the Amsterdam Contemporary Art and Science Coalition choosing my design for their museum. And while I can’t say that I was prepared to have my process so fully scrutinized, I can say that the experience has been both educational and rewarding. I’ve had the luxury of seeing my work through another’s eyes. That is a rare gift and one that should not be squandered. It taught me to respect my vision, but also to open my eyes.”


  I am riveted as I watch him, so personable, so comfortable in front of a crowd.


  He shifts on the stage so that he seems to look at everyone in the audience. “And now I am pleased to welcome you to the US premier of Stone and Steele, and to offer you this glimpse into another type of joint work. Michael Prado’s interpretation of the trials, tribulations, and successes that surrounded the funding, building, dedication, and opening of the celebrated—some might say infamous—Amsterdam Art and Science Museum.”


  He pauses as the audience applauds once more, and it strikes me how much he reminds me of Damien Stark. Not only in appearance—they both share a dark, masculine beauty—but in his ability to handle the spotlight and draw people in. If he were ending with a sales pitch, I’m entirely certain that he would rake in a million tonight.


  But there is no sales pitch. Tonight is a celebration, and after a few more words about the history of the project, Jackson invites the audience to settle in and enjoy the show.


  The lights dim, the curtain parts, and I lean back in my seat as the music swells and the screen fills with motion and light. The camera rises in a magnificent shot that starts at the ground, then climbs faster and faster, rising up the now-iconic smooth edge of the museum to ultimately flare out as blue sky and sun fill the frame.


  The screen turns a blinding white that dissolves into a title sequence and then a close-up of Jackson, his hair ruffling in the wind and his jeans tight on well-muscled thighs as he leans over a table littered with blueprints. He is deep in conversation with another man, but their words are muffled beneath the precise, careful voice of the narrator.


  I watch, mesmerized by the man on the screen. By the passion and precision of his movements. He is absorbed by his work, compelled by it. There is power in what he does. Majesty, even magic.


  And the depth of emotion I see on his face makes my skin heat and my heart pound in my chest.


  I have seen that same fire, that same determination. I have seen joy and rapture. I have held him close and felt his heat, and I have been burned by the intensity of this man.


  My chest aches and my hands begin to hurt. I realize that I am clutching the armrests too tightly. More, I have been holding my breath.


  Air, I think as I start to stand. I just need to get to the lobby. Maybe hit the ladies’ room and splash some cold water on my face.


  But as I start to lever myself out of the seat, someone slips into the chair beside me.


  Jackson.


  I haven’t seen him—don’t even turn to face him—and yet I have no doubt. How could I when my skin already tingles simply from his proximity? When the scent of his cologne surrounds me, all spice and musk and smoke?


  I close my eyes and hold myself half in and half out of the chair, suddenly unsure of where I am going and why.


  “Stay.”


  One simple word, and yet it compels me. I draw another breath, nod, and then settle back into the upholstered theater chair. I turn toward him and find him focused on me. Shadows dance upon his face, and I swear that I could tumble into the brilliant blue of his eyes.


  I start to speak, though I’m not at all sure what I’m going to say. Then he leans toward me and places his palm on my leg, so that the heel of his hand rests on the thin material of my dress, but the tips of his fingers graze my bare skin. Every nerve ending in my body seems clustered in that one area, sparkling and sizzling.


  I’m desperately, painfully aware of the contact, and I have to fight the urge to draw in a breath, to stiffen as my pulse pounds and a wild heat bursts through me. I don’t want to react to him; I don’t want to give anything away. And I damn sure can’t let go of the tight grip I have on control.


  But he is leaning closer, the pressure increasing upon my thigh as his lips come within a whisper of my ear. “What the hell do you think you’re doing here?”


  I consider playing it coy, but there is no profit in that. Not to mention the fact that I’m not at all sure I could pull it off. Not now, when he’s touching me. When he’s thrown me so off kilter. “I need to talk to you,” I say simply.


  “Do you?” he asks, his voice as smooth and tempting as chocolate. “I’m fairly certain you don’t have an appointment.”


  His finger moves slowly on my skin, back and forth, the motion so idle that he might be unaware of it. Except I know that’s bullshit. He knows exactly what he’s doing.


  “Do I need an appointment to chat at a party?”


  “Is that what we’re doing?” he asks as his finger strokes and teases. “Chatting?”


  I feel my chest tighten and a thin panic rise. “Please, Jackson.”


  “Please what?”


  “Outside.” I hope that he cannot hear the way my voice shakes. “Can we just go talk for a minute in the lobby?”


  I try to rise, but he holds me down with a gentle but firm pressure on my leg. In the process, he manages to slide my hem up, revealing just a sliver more of bare skin. It is enough, however, to make me feel even more exposed. Even more vulnerable.


  To make me remember the way his hands felt when he was touching me without anger or pretense.


  I swallow as a wave of longing and regret breaks over me. “Jackson—”


  “You’re so determined to talk, then talk here.” His voice hasn’t lost the velvet, but there is steel under it now.


  “We’ll bother everyone around us,” I whisper, determined to regain my equilibrium.


  His brows rise, and I see amusement dance at the corner of his mouth. “Will we?” His hand eases higher, pushing my skirt up with the motion. “I didn’t think our … conversation … would be quite that loud.”


  “Stop.” I close my hand hard over his, preventing him from gaining even another millimeter.


  “Why?”


  “Because I said so, dammit.”


  “I meant, why do you need to talk to me,” he clarifies. “But the same applies.” He eases his hand higher, pushing my skirt up inch by excruciating inch. “Tell me why you say I should stop. Because you don’t want me to touch you? Because you don’t want me to slide my hand just a little bit higher? Because you don’t want my fingertips to stroke your panties and find you wet and hot?”


  My mouth is dry, my body burning. And—damn me all to hell—he is right. I am desperately wet, my thighs hot and my sex throbbing.


  “Or maybe it’s because you do want me to keep going? Because you can imagine—can remember—the way my finger feels inside you, teasing you, stroking your clit. Are you wet now, princess?” he asks, his voice as gentle as the finger that still skims along my thigh. “Are you hot and needy and silently begging me to touch you, to slide my finger over your slick, wet heat? Is that what you want? Come on, sweetheart, you can tell me. Don’t you want me to take you there? To take you higher and higher until you tremble in my hand as the orgasm rocks you? Because I think you do. I think you want it so bad you can taste it.”


  I close my eyes, determined not to let him see the truth of his words on my face. “Stop it,” I repeat. “You can’t—”


  “The hell I can’t.” The soft sensuality in his tone has vanished, replaced by harsh accusation. “Do you think I haven’t watched you tonight? Do you think I didn’t see the way you’ve looked at me? We both know you still want me, and we both know that pisses you off. So tell me, Sylvia. I want to hear it. I want you to say it out loud.”


  But there is no way in hell that I am conceding. Because while it may be true—God help me, I do want him, and that does piss me off—I don’t want what comes after. The panic and wariness. The tightness and fear. That horrible sense that everything around me is spinning out of control, and that no matter how hard I try to hold it together, I’ll inevitably get ripped apart.


  “Tell me,” he repeats, his words heavy with five years’ worth of hurt and anger. “And then I’ll listen to what you have to say.”


  I wince as something like guilt crashes over me. But I push it aside even as I shove his hand away and bolt up out of the chair. “Fuck you,” I snap, ignoring the low-pitched “sssshhhh” from down the row.


  I stumble up the aisle, then practically slam myself against the door, not even taking a breath until I am safely in the lobby.


  I lean against the wall and tell myself to get my shit together. I haven’t quite managed that task when the door opens and Jackson strides out and heads straight toward me. I think I must flinch, because I see his jaw tighten, and he comes no closer.


  “Not exactly the sweet words I was looking for,” he says wryly. “But good enough.”


  “Just leave me the hell alone,” I say.


  “I can do that.” His tone is now all business. “Or you can tell me why you want to talk to me.”


  I blink, a little whiplashed by his sudden change in tone. “A job,” I manage to say, even as my shoulders sag with both relief and, though I hate to admit it, a touch of disappointment. I push the latter firmly away—there is no room for anything but business between Jackson and me, and even imagining there might be more is a recipe for heartache.


  His eyes stay fixed on mine, then he nods briskly. “All right. I’m listening.”


  I stand straighter, sliding into business-mode and relishing the sense of being back in control. “It’s for Stark International,” I say. “And before you tell me that you already turned down the Bahamas resort, I’d like you to hear me out.”


  I take his silence as acquiescence and continue, giving him the full rundown of the project from inception to the horrific news that Glau has not only melted down, but pulled out.


  “Miss America got slammed on Facebook, and now the runner-up has the crown?”


  “No,” I say firmly. “This isn’t about bringing in the runner-up. It’s about making this resort the best that it can be.”


  “Really?” His gaze skims over me, as sensual as a slow caress. “I don’t recall being approached when the project was initiated.”


  “You were tied up with the job in Dubai.”


  “Was I?” he says, as if that commission was nothing more than a figment of my imagination. “So this has nothing to do with the fact that your precious resort is in more trouble than you’ve let on?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Problems with the FAA, Sylvia. Utility permitting. Environmental groups. Do you want me to go on?”


  “Everything you’ve listed is being handled,” I say, which is technically accurate. Apparently there is a lot of red tape to cut through in order to install even a small landing strip on a tiny island. And he’s right about the environmental groups, too. As it turns out, the island is a habitat for a rare species of cave crickets, and negotiating that possible land mine was as fraught with destructive potential as disarming a nuclear bomb.


  But what really concerns me is how he’s heard about those problems. Because we’ve kept a tight lid on each and every one of them.


  I fight the urge to drag my fingers through my hair out of sheer frustration, and tell myself not to worry about that right now. “Dammit, Jackson, the bottom line is that it’s a great opportunity.”


  “I’m not saying it isn’t.” He holds out his hand. “Come with me.”


  I glance at his hand, but I don’t take it. After a moment, he lowers it, and the shadow I see in his eyes comes very close to breaking me.


  He says nothing else, but turns and starts walking. I follow him in silence all the way back to the ballroom and then into a hallway that I hadn’t entered before. “Won’t they miss you?”


  “This is Hollywood. They’re used to putting on a spin when the talent goes missing.” He grins, the corners of his eyes crinkling in a way I find both disarming and very, very sexy. “Besides, the after-party is here. Eventually, whoever needs me will find me.”


  I nod, then take the opportunity to look around. The hallway is wide with white walls rising to a low ceiling. The floor is brushed concrete, and it’s broken up by several geometric, flat-sided pillars spaced down the length.


  Dozens of framed black and white photographs line the walls, and as we walk we pass Humphrey Bogart, Audrey Hepburn, Harrison Ford, Marlon Brando, and countless other stars of some of my favorite movies.


  But it is not those images that Jackson wants me to see. Instead, he takes me to the first pillar and the full color photograph that hangs there. It is of the Winn Building in Manhattan, a glass and steel skyscraper that rises like royalty over the city, with so much retail, office, and living space that it is practically a city unto itself.


  Jackson says nothing as we look at the image, and I estimate that a full minute passes before we move to the next pillar and the framed image of the new Salzburg Opera House, with its curved facade that seems to flow like music in perfect harmony with the mountains that frame it.


  The last photograph is not of a commercial project, but of a house in the mountains outside of Santa Fe, New Mexico. Its burnished exterior blends with the stone and rock, and though the single-story residence is obviously both new and state of the art, it flows over the landscape with the kind of bold confidence that suggests it rose fully formed from the mountains that bore it.


  “What do you know about these?”


  I tell him, giving him the details that he already knows. How the Santa Fe getaway for a well-known philanthropist finally earned him the recognition he deserved and jump-started his architectural career. How the opera house thrust him into the design-build arena when he branched out from strict design work to the full spectrum of property development. And how the Winn Building was a major victory for Steele Development, as it marked his company’s foray into the lucrative New York market, and resulted in the first project in which he retained an ownership interest.


  I don’t mention the murder and suicide that took place at the Santa Fe house not long after it was completed. It doesn’t seem relevant and, frankly, I’m afraid that kind of gossip might spoil whatever progress we’re making.


  Nor do I mention that the rental income from the Winn Building must have at least quadrupled Jackson’s net worth overnight. But we both know that I am aware. You can’t work for a man like Damien Stark for all these years and not gain some understanding of the monetary potential for the kind of projects Jackson now commands.


  In other words, Jackson doesn’t need the income from The Resort at Cortez. And considering how fast his star is ascending with the documentary and the possibility of a feature film, he doesn’t even need the publicity.


  All I have to offer is the challenge. I can only hope that will be enough.


  I turn so that I am facing him, my back now to the pillar. “So? How did I do?”


  “Not bad. You’ve been watching my career.”


  “No,” I say, the lie coming easily. “But I’m good at my job. And that means I know who I’m recruiting.”


  “Recruiting,” he repeats. He takes a single step toward me.


  “Yes.” The word is firm, and I am proud of how steady I feel.


  He steps closer, reducing the distance between us to mere inches. I tilt my head back. Even with me in heels, he is a head taller than me, and right now I cannot help but feel small. Vulnerable.


  I push that down, though, and meet his eyes, hoping mine show ice and determination.


  “Do you remember Atlanta?”


  His words are like a slap, and despite all my resolve, I step backward, only to be foiled by the pillar behind me. “I—of course I do.” I lick my lips. “Jackson, I’m sorry about the past. But this isn’t—”


  “No,” he says, holding up a finger to silence me. “Do you remember before? Before you tore it all apart. Do you remember the way it felt when I touched you?”


  My throat has gone completely dry, and I can feel small beads of sweat at the nape of my neck. “Jackson. Don’t.”


  He steps closer, ignoring me. “Tell me, Sylvia. And be honest, because I swear I’ll know if you’re lying.” His voice is low, seductive, and utterly commanding. “Do you remember?”


  I shake my head, but that isn’t enough to push away the truth. Of course I remember. I remember every laugh, every touch, every breath. I remember every word of every conversation, the taste of every meal. I remember the glorious sensation of his hands upon me and his cock inside me.


  But I also remember when the panic set in. When I started to drown, and no matter how hard I fought to keep afloat I kept getting pulled down into the swirling waters of cold fear and harsh memories.


  I’d ended it because I had to. Because the only way I could survive was to destroy everything. Because the only way I could breathe was to push him away.


  For that matter, I’m having a little trouble breathing right now.


  His fingertip hooks under my chin and he tilts my head up so that I am staring deep into his eyes. “Do you remember?” he repeats.


  I say nothing.


  “And at the end,” he persists. “Do you remember what you asked me in Atlanta?”


  I lick my dry lips, then nod.


  “Tell me.”


  Whatever you need, baby, I promise. You only have to ask.


  Jackson, I—I need you to leave me. I need you to walk away and to never look back.


  The memory pounds like red neon inside my head.


  “Tell me,” he repeats.


  “I asked you to leave.” I say the words simply, as if every syllable isn’t ripping me to shreds.


  “And did I?” His voice is still even, still calm, but there is no hiding the tension that backs each and every word. “Did I not do exactly what you asked? Did I not walk away even though it just about killed me?”


  It killed me, too. I want to shout the words at him, but I don’t. I can’t, because that would only make him suffer more, and after everything I’ve done to him, I can’t add that burden. So all I do is nod. “Yes.” My voice sounds lost. Hollow. “You did.”


  He leans closer, placing one hand on the pillar just over my shoulder. He is at an angle, his face so close I can smell whiskey on his breath. “So what exactly do you want from me now?” He strokes his free hand down my bare arm until he reaches my hand. He twines his fingers with mine and pulls me hard against him.


  I gasp and try to ease backward, but it’s not possible. He has moved his palm from the pillar to my lower back. He holds me close, so tight that I am breathless, lost in the feel of him and, yes, in the erotic sensation of his erection, unmistakable against my abdomen.


  “Jackson—”


  “Are you offering me a job?” he continues, ignoring my protest. “Are you offering to bring back everything you killed when you pushed me away?”


  He releases my hand. “Or are you offering me this?” he asks, as he brushes his fingertip over my lower lip, so softly and gently that I have to fight not to gasp with pleasure. “Or maybe this?” he asks as his hand moves lower, his palm grazing over my breast.


  My nipple tightens as my skin prickles with need. I have to focus on breathing, on not letting my knees give out.


  Jackson takes no pity on me. Instead, he gently rubs circles on my breast, taunting and teasing even as his words continue to flow over me. “Surely you remember how it felt,” he presses. “You in my arms. Your release. That expression of ecstasy etched on your face. The surrender I felt in your body.”


  “Don’t.” That single word is a cry. A plea.


  “Don’t?” His hand slides down again, his fingers twining with mine once more. “But I have to. So tell me, Sylvia. Because I need to know. What exactly are you offering me?”


  My eyes sting, and I squeeze them shut, wishing for the release of tears but they simply won’t come. “Just the job,” I finally say. I take a deep breath and open my eyes to face him. “Nothing has changed, Jackson. We can’t …” I shake my head, letting my words trail away.


  He holds my gaze. The heat building in the space between us is so intense that I swear I can see the molecules spinning.


  Slowly, he releases his grip on my hand. He steps back and I feel cold when he lifts his other hand from the small of my back. “You’re right,” he says. “We can’t.”


  And that is it. Two little words, and then he turns away from me and walks down the hall. I stare after him, breathing hard, watching until he disappears into the shadows of the larger room.


  He never once looks back.


  four


  The moment Jackson is out of sight, my legs give out. I sink to the ground, my skirt over my knees, my knees pulled to my chest. I hug them close, because I am shaking. Not tears, but the best I seem able to manage.


  That is where I am when Cass finds me, my head down on my knees, my mind empty as I try to avoid my memories, this night, every goddamn thing.


  “Jesus, Syl. What happened?”


  I lift my head to find her crouching in front of me. The sun-streaked blonde is with her, standing a few steps behind and looking genuinely concerned. “How did you get back here?”


  “Zee has after-party tickets. Someone saw you leave with Jackson, and when I couldn’t find you, we thought you must have come here with him.”


  “I did,” I say, and hold out my hand so she can help me up. “Zee?”


  “Zelda,” the blonde says. “My parents are F. Scott Fitzgerald fans. Are you okay?”


  I shrug. “I’m not having the best night of my life.”


  “I’m sorry,” she says, then glances quickly at Cass. “I am.”


  That lifts my mood considerably, and I flash a quick grin at my friend, who has gone uncharacteristically pink in the cheeks.


  “I’m guessing he said no,” Cass says.


  “He said a lot of things,” I admit. “‘No’ was one of them.”


  “Business thing,” Cass says to Zee. “Went south.”


  “That sucks. Wanna hang with us?”


  I’m tempted. At the moment, getting lost in drink and dance seems like a truly fine idea. But I don’t want to be a third wheel. Even more, I need to handle this. I need to think. I need to figure out a way to rewind this night, start over, and somehow get Jackson to agree.


  “Thanks, but no.” I drag my fingers through my hair. “I’m just frustrated. But I’ll walk back into the party with you guys.”


  “You’re staying?”


  “Yeah. I think. I’m not sure. I need to talk to Jackson again. We didn’t exactly get off on the right foot this last go-round.”


  Cass’s eyes narrow to slits.


  “It’s fine,” I lie. “It’s going to be just fine.”


  I can tell she’s not convinced, but she knows me well enough not to argue. As soon as we’re back in the main ballroom, I split off from them and head to the bar for some wine. This time, I take a long sip, because as far as I’m concerned, forced sobriety has been no great benefit. Heat blooms through me as the wine hits my system, and I go slower with the rest of the glass, taking small sips as I circulate through the room.


  The after-party is even more crowded than the pre-screening reception, which I suppose makes sense, as a lot of folks undoubtedly showed up right as the lights dimmed, planning to watch the film and then dive into party mode. Unfortunately for me, that’s making it more difficult to maneuver, and I’m feeling a little trapped and a lot claustrophobic.


  I consider texting Cass just to find her in the crowd, but sternly talk myself out of it. Zee is obviously interested in Cass, and I’m not going to mess that up just because I need a balm for my nerves. Instead, I double my efforts to find Jackson. That’s why I’m here, after all. And I’m not leaving until he’s cooled down and I have the chance to really talk to him.


  I ease over to one of the light-bathed pillars and stand with my back to it, using that as a central point from which to scan the faces around me. I don’t see Jackson, but I do see a familiar face and grin broadly when Evelyn Dodge notices me and makes a beeline in my direction.


  “Look at you.” She spreads her arms wide and gathers me into a smothering hug. “Did my favorite benevolent dictator actually give you an evening off?”


  “Just a short break,” I deadpan. “If I’m not back in the office by midnight, I’ll turn into a pumpkin.”


  “Don’t risk it, sweetie. With your complexion, you’ll look terrible in orange. Now I, on the other hand …” She indicates the orange, eye-melting dress she has on which, despite the radioactive color, looks show-stoppingly perfect on her. “I knew there was a reason I liked you,” she says, when I tell her just how awesome she looks.


  Evelyn was the first person I met when I went to work for Damien Stark. She’d burst into the reception area on day one and announced to Damien that she was taking me to lunch “because the way to an executive’s ear is through his assistant.”


  Not that she needed me to have Damien’s ear. A former actress, Evelyn Dodge has held pretty much every job in Hollywood that it is possible to hold, and a few that I’m certain she invented herself. Recently, she’s returned from semi-retirement to agenting.


  She’s known Damien since his tennis-star days, and represented him in endorsement deals and all the rest of the celebrity nonsense that comes with being a hot, good-looking athlete. And even more so when he became a hot, good-looking athlete surrounded by scandal.


  Of course, I didn’t know either of them back then, but I do know that not only is Evelyn mama-bear loyal to Damien Stark, she’s also one of the funniest, brashest, most engaging women I’ve ever met. And I am limp with relief that she’s materialized right in front of me.


  “I had no idea you were coming,” I say. “Do you rep someone here?”


  “Not yet, but the night is young.” She takes my arm and leads me toward a waiter with a tray of tiny puff pastries topped with sour cream and caviar. “No, I’m here because of Michael.”


  “The director?” I take the napkin and appetizer she passes me, then try to decide how I’m going to eat it since I’m still holding my wine in my other hand. “Do you know him well?”


  “Not as well as I thought.” She takes my wineglass and downs the last of my cabernet, then hands the empty glass to a passing waiter. “We used to be married.”


  “Oh.”


  I think of Blaine, the flamboyant younger artist who now shares Evelyn’s bed. He’s about as opposite to Michael Prado as it’s possible to be. And despite their age difference, I have to say that I can’t imagine Evelyn on anyone’s arm but Blaine’s.


  “So where’s Blaine?” I ask, then blush when she laughs because I am absolutely certain she has watched my train of thought play out across my face.


  “Working in his studio.” She winks. “He thinks Michael’s a twit.”


  I laugh. “Is he?”


  “A bit, but a harmless one. And he’s a very good director, not to mention an excellent fund-raiser and board member. His failings are more concentrated in the domestic arena.” She shrugs matter-of-factly. “Then again, maybe the failings were mine.”


  “Or maybe it’s nobody’s fault. Maybe you just didn’t click.”


  “I like the way you think,” she says, but I’m barely listening. My words have unexpectedly resonated with me. Because Jackson and I did click—fully and completely. And the reason we’re not together right now is entirely my fault.


  “You haven’t told me why you’re here,” she says. “Personal or professional?”


  “You know I’m working on the Santa Cortez project, right?”


  “Of course.”


  “Yeah, well, it’s hit a little snag.” I tell her about Glau, and about my hope that I can convince Jackson Steele to get on board. I don’t mention our past. Evelyn may be in the mood to overshare about her relationship, but I’m not feeling that chatty.


  “You’re here to do the business mingle,” Evelyn says. “A time-honored tradition. I’m doing a bit of the same since I’m here.” She glances around the room, pointing out a few of the actors and actresses she has on her radar. “Well, there’s someone I didn’t expect to see.”


  I follow her gaze and see Jeremiah Stark, Damien’s father. I glance at Evelyn with a frown. “Guess it’s a good thing Damien’s not here,” I say, then immediately regret my words, afraid I’ve overstepped my bounds. It’s no secret that Damien and his father do not get along, but as his assistant, I really shouldn’t be commenting on that. Even to a mutual friend.


  Evelyn is completely unperturbed by my comment. “I’ve seen him at a lot of screenings lately—he’s determined to get a foot in the Hollywood door. But I’m surprised he thinks a documentary is worth the drive from San Diego.”


  “Maybe he likes architecture.” In truth, I don’t really care. I like Damien. I don’t like Jeremiah. And I don’t want to waste more thoughts on the man.


  “Actually, you’re right. He’s on the board with Michael. I’d forgotten.” She waves the words away as if they’re just a bother. “But speaking of architecture, where is the man of the hour?”


  “I haven’t seen him since just after the film ended.”


  “Do you know him personally?”


  “A bit,” I say. “You?”


  “Only by reputation,” she says.


  “What reputation?”


  Evelyn’s smile borders on wicked. “Just that he has one. And speak of the devil.” She gestures to the far corner of the room where Jackson stands in the red light from the balcony. The light meshes with the gold and the blue, giving that part of the room an even more surreal quality.


  Apropos, I think, considering the entire night seems rather surreal.


  Evelyn hooks her arm through mine. “Come on, kiddo. Let’s go land you an architect.”


  He’s alone when we start out, holding a highball glass and sipping leisurely as he looks around the room, as if taking stock of an empire. He looks in my direction, then stands a bit straighter. For a moment, I think that he has seen me.


  But it’s not me that he’s seen.


  He holds his hand out, gesturing for someone to come closer, and as I watch, a redhead glides up to him, her hair crackling like fire in the golden light. He kisses her lightly on the cheek, and I am overcome with two equally powerful urges. The first, to run away. The second, to slap the look of unabashed delight right off her face.


  “Do you know who that is?” I tug Evelyn to a stop beside me.


  “Not a clue, which means she’s probably not in the business. Or if she is, she’s fresh off the turnip truck.”


  “We should wait,” I say.


  “We should go,” she counters. “You want the man to talk to you about business, don’t you?”


  I nod.


  “And you told me he’s already turned down your request for a meeting?”


  I nod again.


  “Then take a tip from Auntie Evelyn and talk to him while someone’s with him. He’ll either have to say yes, or risk looking like an asshole in front of his lovely young friend.”


  Considering she has a point, we continue on, only to stop again when their discussion shifts from casual to contentious.


  “The one corollary to my rule?” Evelyn says as we pause several yards away. “Don’t walk into a minefield.”


  To be honest, I’m curious enough to do just that. I want to know who this woman is, why he kissed her, and what they are now arguing about. I’m imagining a lovers’ quarrel, and the thought is not a happy one. Not because I’m concerned about the quarrel, but about the lover.


  I’m distracted from my thoughts by Wyatt’s approach. “Now there’s a great picture,” he says, lifting his camera. “Smile, ladies.”


  Evelyn hooks an arm around my shoulder and we both smile for the camera.


  “Want to make the rounds with me?” he asks. “You can take a few shots, I can give you a few tips.”


  The offer is tempting, but I regretfully shake my head. “Mission not yet accomplished,” I say, hooking my thumb to indicate Jackson.


  His mouth quirks up. “I knew you weren’t just looking to party with me when you asked for those extra tickets.”


  “Funny.”


  He chuckles. “I’ll wish you luck, then.” He turns to Evelyn. “How about you? Want some company?”


  “With you? Always. Especially if you’ll get a shot of me with that woman.” She points to a trim blonde flirting with the bartender. “That young lady is on the rise, and she’s represented by Jake Osprey, a rat bastard of a competitor. He’ll blow a gasket if he sees me in the trades with his nubile young client.”


  “You have a devious streak,” I say.


  “It’s why I’m so damn good at what I do. Now go,” she says, pointing to where Jackson was standing only moments before. “He’s got to still be around here somewhere.”


  She gives me a quick hug, Wyatt squeezes my shoulder, and then the two of them slide into the crowd behind me. I stand a moment longer, looking at the faces moving in front of me, once again searching the crowd for Jackson and mentally rehearsing what I’m going to say to him as I glide through the light and people. He has to see the upside of doing this project, and I’m going to reason with him, pointing out all the pros and the very minimal number of cons.


  And, yes, I realize that as far as he’s concerned, working with me falls squarely in the “con” category. But there is no way that Jackson could have done so well in business if he didn’t have the ability to compartmentalize his emotions.


  We can make this work—and I’m absolutely determined to convince him of that.


  The crowd parts, and I once again see Jackson. The redhead is no longer with him, but she has been replaced by a svelte brunette who looks vaguely familiar. As I hurry in that direction, Jackson looks up, and I smile in greeting, certain that he must see me. He doesn’t acknowledge me, though. Instead, I watch as he slides his arm around the brunette’s waist. Her face lights up, her expression suggesting that if his movement was an invitation, her smile is an acceptance.


  I bite back a twinge of irritation as I continue forward, reminding myself that it’s none of my business whose waist Jackson has claimed. “Jackson,” I say once I’ve reached the two of them. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I need to speak with you.”


  “Is this about the resort?” His eyes are fixed on me, but his fingers are twined in the brunette’s hair.


  “Yes. Of course.”


  His attention shifts to the girl. “Then there’s nothing to talk about.”


  “Jackson, come on. You know—”


  “I know that business hours are over, Sylvia.” He traces his finger over the bitch’s lower lip, and I feel my own lip tingle with longing.


  “I realize that.” I am uber-calm. I am the epitome of calm. No temper, no frustration. Calm, thy name is Sylvia.


  I plaster on my reception desk smile. “It’s just that we’re kind of under the gun here, scheduling-wise.”


  “Are you?”


  I think I hear curiosity in his voice, and since that’s better than bland disinterest, I allow a little spark of hope to rise.


  “Yes. I told you earlier that—”


  “I remember.”


  I fight back irritation. “Okay, then. So can we talk?”


  For a second, he says nothing. Then he lifts the brunette’s hand and brushes his lips over her fingers. “I need a few minutes.”


  Her back stiffens, but she doesn’t protest. Instead she shoots me a vitriol-filled look, spins on her heel, and stalks off toward the bar.


  “You’ve got ten minutes to make your best pitch.” He glances casually at his watch. “I suggest you start.”


  “What?” I say stupidly. “Here? Right now?”


  From the expression on his face, I think he’s going to make me do just that. Then he shakes his head. “No. I think this is a conversation best had in private.” He nods toward the far side of the room. “Upstairs, at the far end past the bar there’s a door that leads to a row of offices. There’s a keypad for entry. The code is six-one-three-one. The last one on the corner is a small conference room. Michael’s been using it this week to prep for the event. We can talk there. Be there in five minutes, or don’t bother coming at all.”


  And then he turns from me, takes two long strides, and melts into the crowd, leaving me scrambling to remember the code and figure out where exactly I’m supposed to go.


  Five minutes?


  Shit.


  Still, I try to put the time to good use, and as I plow through the crowd and make my way to the upstairs doorway, I keep my head down and my eyes focused on my iPhone as I try to organize some photos. Because, dammit, I don’t have a projector, much less any sort of PowerPoint presentation. I’m going to have to entirely wing it—and I burst into the corner conference room with forty seconds to spare, albeit slightly out of breath and more than a little frazzled.


  More so when I see Jackson. He’s already in the room, seated at the far end of a polished mahogany table. He leans back as he silently studies me.


  Whereas I am certain I look disheveled and out of breath, Jackson appears just the opposite. He is strength and power.


  Most of all, he is completely in control. Everything from his choice of this room to his selection of a seat. Hell, even his decision not to rise when I entered was a deliberate power play.


  It’s a trick I’ve seen Damien use over and over. The idea is to intimidate. To claim control of the room and make sure that everyone who enters knows who holds the power. All in all, I have to admit that Jackson is putting that trick to pretty good use. Because right now there is no doubt that I’m the supplicant here. And pretty damned intimidated, too.


  Yeah, well, to hell with that. Aren’t I the one with the opportunity? Aren’t I the one who can hand him the project of a lifetime?


  Damn straight, and so I take a step forward, determined to make him realize that while he might have granted me this meeting, I’m now the one who is running the show. “You said ten minutes, Mr. Steele. I can convince you in five.”


  His expression is almost amused. “I’m listening.”


  “I don’t blame you for rejecting the idea initially. I understand that our past factors into this, and that seeing me was a shock. But that’s a knee-jerk reaction. This isn’t personal. It’s business. And you’re about to see just what an excellent business opportunity it is.”


  “Not personal? Everything between you and me is personal, Sylvia, and you damn well know it.”


  “Because you’re making it that way. You want to be pissed? Fine. Be pissed. But take me out of the equation.”


  “You’re not the only stumbling block, I assure you.”


  “So I’ve heard. The rising star Jackson Steele doesn’t want to be lost in the sweep of Damien Stark’s shadow. Well, let me tell you something about Damien Stark,” I say before Jackson has the chance to get a word in. “The man is brilliant at business. He’s a goddamn powerhouse on the tennis court. And if the last charity event I saw him at with his wife is any indication, he’s one hell of a fine dancer, too. But he can’t do this.”


  I slide my phone across the table, open to the image of the Winn Building that is the first in a slideshow of Jackson Steele buildings.


  “That’s you,” I say as the images scroll. “Your buildings. Your talent. What you do with form, with structure, it takes my breath away.” I pause just long enough to emphasize my point. “This isn’t just a Stark project. This is my project. And with you on board it will be a Jackson Steele project, too.”


  I can tell I have his attention, and I take a step toward him. “Damien Stark isn’t the only one who casts a long shadow, Mr. Steele. How many men have documentaries made about their lives and work? How many men are the subject of a feature film?”


  His eyes narrow. “That’s not going forward. Not if I have anything to say about it.”


  “Oh.” I stumble a bit, surprised by the vehemence in his voice. “But that’s not even the point. This isn’t about your reputation as a man or as an architect. It’s about what you create. What you will create. Your buildings have caught the attention and sparked the imagination of the world, and yet you have never once worked on a property like this. An entire island, completely undeveloped. It’s a blank slate, and I’m offering it to you.”


  I see what I hope is a spark of interest in his eyes and hurry on. “You don’t want this to be just another Stark project? It won’t be. It couldn’t be. Because you and I both know that the resort you design will shine on its own. I want the best, Mr. Steele. I want you. And unless you’re an idiot, you should want it, too.”


  I take a deep breath, and then, as if to signal that I’m finally done, I pull out a chair and sit.


  For a moment, Jackson does nothing. He doesn’t even move. Then he stands and crosses to the window. The glass is tinted, so I can see his reflection superimposed upon the view, such that it is. A roof. The side of the multiplex. Some traffic on Hollywood Boulevard. Nothing spectacular. Not that it matters. Even a view as stunning as the Matterhorn wouldn’t have drawn my attention from this man.


  “I want to know something,” he finally says.


  “Of course.” I expect him to ask me about the budget. Or timing. Or the construction firms we routinely work with. Anything but the words that come out of his mouth.


  “I want to know why you ended it.”


  My chest tightens and I have to resist the urge to hug myself. I can feel the anxiety reaching for me even now, along with the nightmares and twisted memories that slink along, too. Slithering out of the night to fill my days. I shake my head, determined to keep it all banished, far and away. “It doesn’t matter.”


  He turns from the window, his face a wild mixture of anger and hurt. “The hell it doesn’t.”


  “My reasons are my own, Jackson.” I can hear the panic creeping into my voice, and I fear that he can as well. Deliberately, I take slow, even breaths. I want to calm myself. And, damn me, I want to soothe him.


  I want to ease the hurt that I caused, but that’s impossible, because I can’t answer his question.


  “Why?” he asks again, only now there’s a gentleness in his voice that unnerves me.


  I stiffen in automatic defense, afraid I’ll melt in the face of any tenderness from this man.


  “You didn’t want to end it,” Jackson continues. “Even now, you want it.”


  “You have no idea what I want,” I say sharply, though that is a lie as well.


  “Don’t I?” There is anger in his voice. Hurt, too. “I know you want the resort.”


  I’ve been looking at the tabletop, and now I lift my head. “Yes.” The word is simple. It may be the first completely true thing I’ve said to him since Atlanta. “Will you take it? You and I both know it’s the opportunity of a lifetime. Are you really going to let our past stand in the way of what can be a truly magnificent achievement?”


  I watch his shoulders rise and fall as he takes a breath. Then he turns away from me to look out the window once again. “I want the project, Sylvia.”


  Relief sweeps over me, and I have to physically press my hands to the table to forestall the urge to leap to my feet and embrace him.


  “But I want you, too.” He turns as he speaks, and when he faces me straight on, there is no denying the truth—or the longing—in his eyes.


  I swallow as what feels like a swarm of electric butterflies dances over my skin, making the tiny hairs stand up. And making me aware of everything from the solidity of the floor beneath my feet to the breath of air from a vent across the room.


  I force myself to remain seated. Because damn me, my instinct is to go to him and slide into his arms. “I—I don’t understand.” The lie lingers in the air, and I am proud of the way I kept my voice from shaking.


  “Then let me be perfectly clear.” He closes the distance between us, then uses his forefinger to tilt my head up so that he is looking deep into my eyes. I shift, not only because the contact sends a jolt of electricity right through me, but because I’m afraid that if he looks too deeply into my eyes, he will see a truth I want to keep hidden.


  “No,” he says. “Look at me, Sylvia. Because I’m not going to say this again. I told you once that I’m a man who goes after what he wants, and I want you in my bed. I want to feel you naked and hot beneath me. I want to hear you cry out when you come, and I want to know that I am the man who took you there.”


  My eyes are burning, and I shake my head, as if by simply wishing it to be so, this will all go away.


  “I want you, Sylvia. And I will have you.”


  “Jackson, please.”


  “And you want me, Sylvia. You can deny it, but we both know that you’d be lying.”


  “I do want you,” I say, clinging tight to that fragment of truth as I try to turn this to my advantage. “But there is the man and there is the architect. I—I can’t be with the man. But I desperately need the architect.”


  “Package deal, princess,” he says, the endearment making me cringe. “You want me on the project, I want you in my bed.”


  “Dammit, Jackson,” I say as anxiety creeps through me, its cold fingers banishing the heat. For once, I do not try to force it back, because right now I can use it. “You’re being ridiculous. I mean, who does that?”


  “Apparently, I do.” He is level and cool and just arrogant enough to piss me off. I’m grateful—I’d much rather be pissed than unsettled. Or, worse, aroused.


  “Is this about revenge?” I demand. “Because it seems like it.”


  His lips curve as if in consideration. “Maybe it is,” he says, the confession slicing through me as cleanly and coldly as a well-honed blade. “But if so, revenge never tasted so sweet.”


  “Fuck you, Jackson,” I snap, as much in anger as in confusion. “Fuck you and your grudge and your goddamn ultimatum.” I snatch my phone off the table and bolt for the door, the world around me spinning in shades of red and gray.


  I grab on to the frame, my back to him, then take a deep breath to steady myself. “I never meant to hurt you,” I say, so softly I’m not even certain he can hear me.


  “Maybe not,” he says, his voice equally soft. “But you did. And now if you want me on this project, you’re going to have to pay the price.”


  five


  Bastard.


  He’s a goddamn bastard on wheels and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him use me like that.


  I hurry down the stairs, my chest tight, my throat dry. By the time I burst outside into the cool October air, I’m working myself up into a full-blown panic attack.


  I want to run—hell, I want to fly. I want to lose myself in the lights and noise of Hollywood Boulevard. I want to race blindly down the street, not toward anything, but away. Away from Jackson. Away from the past.


  And away from this horrible sensation of being twisted up inside.


  I want to, but I can’t. Because if I try to, I’ll no doubt trip in these damn stilettos, and I’ll end up breaking my nose on Clark Gable’s handprint outside the theater.


  Dammit, dammit, dammit.


  So I walk instead, wishing there was a way to turn off my thoughts, to push away my emotions.


  You want me on the project, I want you in my bed.


  Those words had hit me with all the force of a train, and now I’ve lost my grip on everything. My plans for the resort, my hopes for a bump in career.


  I’d had everything all worked out, each step on the path so perfectly planned.


  And then came Jackson, and the fantasy that I could keep a tight hand.


  How could I have been so stupid? Because hadn’t Jackson unraveled me from the first moment I’d laid eyes on him?


  Five years ago, I think. Five years almost to the day from when I’d first met him. Five years and two days from the moment I’d asked him to walk away from me.


  No, not two days. Two lifetimes. Two eternities. Because there is no way that I could have crammed everything I felt for him—everything I still feel for him—into so short a time.


  Except I did. We did.


  It started, I remember, with the pandas.


  I’d had a truly crap day. I’d just been fired. Or sort of fired. My boss, an Atlanta real estate investor named Reggie Gale, had decided to retire and had chosen to tell me that rather disturbing news while we were driving to a private reception hosted by the Brighton Consortium, a group comprised of various real estate professionals, and of which Gale was a member.


  Considering I’d moved from Los Angeles to Atlanta straight after college to work for Gale, and considering I loved both real estate and my job, I wasn’t having the most awesome of days. I was twenty-one years old, I’d been employed by Gale for not quite six weeks, I still hadn’t bought curtains for my apartment. And I wasn’t thrilled about diving back into the job market.


  The consortium was hosting the reception in the panda area of Zoo Atlanta, and the whole idea was to be festive and fun and woo additional investors.


  Needless to say, I was not in a festive mood.


  “Let me guess. You’ve seen one panda, you’ve seen them all.”


  The low voice, soft and smooth and just a little amused, seemed to wrap around me, forcing me to shift my attention from the pandas in their habitat to the man standing next to me.


  “I—what?” Not the most coherent of responses, but he’d caught me off guard. I was standing on the veranda that overlooked the panda habitat. I’d come here to escape the mixing and mingling and to lose myself in both thought and worry. The pandas, though undeniably adorable, hadn’t actually been on my mind.


  Now, looking at him, all of my work-related frustrations fizzled away as well. Only one thing filled my head. Him. His broad shoulders. His chiseled jaw. The strong lines of his face, softened by just the slightest indentation in his chin.


  He looked to be in his late twenties, and he held himself with a self-confidence that could seem arrogant on some men, but on him just struck me as sexy.


  His face was angles and shadows, a warrior’s face, and so exquisite it could make the gods weep. As for his eyes, they shone like cut sapphire, blue and hard. But they gleamed when he smiled, and the way the corners of his eyes crinkled humanized the brilliant sheen of those oh-so-perfect features. Like everyone at this outdoor reception, he was dressed casually. On him, however, casual was compelling, and the simple outfit of jeans and a starched white button-down—the top button left open—didn’t seem simple at all.


  Looking at him, I felt the earth tilt a little beneath me. I’d never reacted that way to a guy before, and I reached out a hand to grasp the railing, not sure if I entirely liked the feeling.


  “Or maybe you’ve been overwhelmed by the cuteness,” he continued, glancing down to where the two roly-poly pandas sat on their rears eating bamboo. “I’m hoping that’s the case, because otherwise you’re going to shoot my ego all to hell.”


  “How could anyone hurt your ego?” I blurted, then felt my cheeks go pink. “Sorry. That sounds—”


  But I never finished my apology, because my words were drowned out by his quick laugh and the brush of his fingers against my bare arm. “Thanks,” he said. “Ego saved.” The corner of his mouth quirked up. “I really hate it when I’m upstaged by pandas.”


  I matched his smile. “Yeah, but they’re such cute pandas.” I glanced back at the bears as if in confirmation. Of course, they’ve got nothing on you.


  He was silent for a moment, and I suddenly feared that he’d read my mind. I filled the quiet by clearing my throat. “You’re here for the reception?” A foolish question, since the zoo was currently closed to the public, and the only people on the premises were staff and Brighton Consortium guests.


  “I am,” he said. “You’re not, though.”


  I stood straighter. “I most certainly am.”


  “I mean you’re not really here. Your mind’s elsewhere.”


  “Oh.” Considering I couldn’t argue with that, I didn’t. Instead I turned back toward the pandas, my hands resting on the railing. “Yeah, well. It’s been a rather horrible day.”


  “Sorry to hear it.” He moved next to me and took hold of the railing as well. As he did, his finger brushed mine, and I felt that shock of connection. A sizzling kind of awareness that I’d never experienced before and had believed lived only in the pages of books.


  Out of reflex, I glanced toward him, then felt my chest constrict when I caught him looking right back at me, the heat in his eyes so intense I thought it would burn right through me.


  I looked away.


  “No.” His hand gently cupped my chin and he turned my face back to him. “No,” he repeated, and this time I heard a plea beneath the hard sheen of command.


  I started to protest, but he shifted his hand so that a finger brushed my lip, firm and sensual, and I wanted to draw him in and taste him. I felt giddy and lightheaded, drunk on the proximity of this enigmatic man who had so easily captured me in his spell.


  I didn’t like it. And yet, god help me, I did.


  “No argument,” he said. “No protest, no excuses.” He held out his hand to me. “You’re coming with me.”


  “The hell I am.” I stood a little straighter as the earth leveled out beneath me. I was not the kind of woman who jumped simply because a man told her to. Quite the opposite, in fact. I was used to being the one in charge. To using a man before he could swoop in and use me.


  One brow rose slightly, and I could tell that he was not the kind of man who was used to being challenged. Then the corner of his mouth curved up in a sexy grin. “I’d be honored if you’d take a walk with me.”


  The world that had leveled out started to tilt again, this time knocked off kilter because he’d completely destroyed my expectations.


  I caught myself taking a step toward him, and forced myself to stop as little bubbles of panic started to rise inside me, tempered by an unfamiliar current of excitement. “No,” I said slowly. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


  “No? Why not?”


  Because I shouldn’t make decisions when I’m intoxicated, I wanted to say. But I’d had nothing to drink that night, and if it weren’t for his nearness, I would be stone-cold sober. “Because I don’t even know you,” I said instead.


  “Don’t you?” His smile seemed to hold a thousand secrets, and I wanted to know each of them. “I’m Jackson. Jackson Steele. And I know you.”


  “You do?” I couldn’t imagine how. I’d certainly never seen him before, because I would have remembered. And he wasn’t one of Reggie’s clients or contacts, because I didn’t recognize his name. He must have come as someone’s guest, but since I was only a lowly assistant, there was no reason for him—or for anyone at the reception—to know who I was. As if to illustrate that point, when Reggie and I had arrived, one of the Brighton group big shots had told the waitress to bring over a glass of sparkling water for “Reggie’s girl.”


  I’d managed a tight smile and refrained from rolling my eyes. Always nice to be appreciated.


  “Of course I do. You’re Sylvia Brooks,” Jackson said, my name sounding like ambrosia on his lips. “And though you’re not the reason I came here tonight, you are the reason I’ve stayed.”


  I stood there, a little shell-shocked. Then I said, “Oh.”


  It wasn’t my most brilliant conversational moment.


  My idiocy didn’t seem to bother Jackson, though. Instead he just held out his hand again and flashed that killer smile. “Walk with me, Sylvia,” he said. “I promise I don’t bite hard.”


  The flippant comment, said so seriously, made me laugh, and swept away the last of my hesitations. After all, what could be the harm in walking? I could always turn around and walk right back.


  “All right, Jackson Steele,” I said, putting my hand in his. “Lead the way.”


  I’d expected him to lead us off the veranda and into the covered pavilion where the dessert tables and complimentary bars were set up. Instead, he skirted the panda habitat, moving us away from the pavilion structure and down a path toward the interior of the zoo. We strolled beneath another covered structure where a few zoo employees were directing late arrivals up to the party.


  I frowned. “I can’t just leave,” I said. “My boss is back there.” I didn’t bother mentioning that he was a lame-duck boss, and I was operating more on politeness than practicality.


  “We’re not leaving,” Jackson said, as he guided me down the wide path to where it forked, one direction heading toward the exit, the other leading deeper into the zoo.


  The latter was blocked by a red velvet rope suspended between two waist-high golden posts that acted like anchors. Jackson slipped between one post and a flowering hedge, then gave my hand a tug, indicating that I was supposed to do the same. I hesitated, brows raised.


  He shrugged, his expression so disarming I had to laugh.


  “I have a little problem with authority,” he said, as I joined him on the forbidden side.


  “Oh?”


  “Only in certain circumstances.”


  “Like what?” Our voices were low as we moved down the asphalt path toward the gorilla habitat.


  “If I’m not the one in charge, I have a problem.”


  I swallowed, because I knew we were no longer talking about velvet ropes. I expected a wave of panic followed by the urge to bolt, and when it didn’t come, I wasn’t sure what to think. And then when he drew me to a stop, I stopped thinking altogether.


  “Sylvia,” he said as he reached out to stroke my forehead, smoothing a few strands of hair to the side. I dragged my teeth over my lower lip, my breath ragged. The easy laughter that had been between us only a moment before had faded, replaced by something heavy and palpable. Something dangerous.


  Dangerous, yes. But compelling, too.


  We’d paused beneath the rustic log gate that marked the way into the wilds of darkest Africa. Appropriate, I thought, considering how wild I felt.


  He cupped my face in his hands, then bent low and brushed his lips gently over mine.


  The kiss was soft and sweet and altogether too fast, and when he pulled back, I saw both heat and a question in his eyes.


  I didn’t think. I didn’t hesitate. I simply eased forward, rising on my toes to bring myself closer. To claim. And, yes, to surrender.


  He didn’t wait for my lips to reach his. I saw the change in his eyes—the moment when gentleness was pushed aside in favor of lust and need and the hard, demanding ache that throbbed between us. His hands shifted, one sliding into my hair and cupping the back of my head. The other snaking around my waist.


  He pulled me close, his mouth open to mine, his hips hard against me. I felt his erection straining against his jeans, and my body thrummed in response, my skin prickling and my sex hot and heavy and desperate for his touch. I felt his palm cup my ass and pull me in tighter even as his mouth warred with mine, his tongue finding and tasting me, thrusting and demanding. Taking everything I had to give and more.


  I’d been kissed, but never like this. Never so hard and deep and thoroughly that it felt like sex. That it swept me out of myself, making me forget my past and not care about my future. Making me want only this moment and this man.


  Making me wish that I could cry, because when he finally pulled away from me, I wanted nothing more in that moment than to weep with regret.


  I was completely out of my element, my mind in a sensual whirl. Instead of closing off, I’d opened up. Instead of walking away, I’d slid right into his arms.


  Those weren’t my normal reactions, not by a long shot, but I couldn’t deny that I wanted more. That I wanted him.


  All of that should terrify me, but instead it enticed me. And that simple reality had thrown me completely off center.


  “Tell me,” he said, as his fingers slid through my short hair. “Tell me why you look like a rabbit about to bolt.”


  I hesitated, but answered honestly. “You scare me.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t think so. No, I think it’s because I don’t scare you.” His eyes narrowed. “You’re an enigma, Sylvia Brooks. I think that’s why I want you. I saw you the moment you walked away from the crowd and headed out to the veranda. I asked your name and I’ve watched you all night. Polite, yet distant. You’re never rude, but it’s as if you’ve got a line drawn around you that you don’t let anyone cross.”


  I gaped at him, because he was absolutely right. What frightened me was that he saw so quickly what I prided myself on hiding so well.


  “I’m in that circle now,” he continued. “And it’s not because I scare you.”


  I licked my lips. “No? Then why?” I felt hope mixing with desire inside me, because I truly wanted to know what he was going to say. I didn’t understand this thing I felt for him. This fierce, fast punch that had knocked me sideways and left me dizzy and giddy and, miraculously, wanting more.


  “It’s because you don’t understand it, either.”


  I fought the urge to hug myself in defense against the goose bumps that were rising on my arms. “Don’t understand what?” I asked, though I knew exactly what he was talking about.


  “This,” he said, gesturing between the two of us. “You don’t understand it, but you feel it as palpably as I do. And so you let me in.” He moved closer, and I caught the scent of him, smoke and wood, like a forest after a storm. “You may not understand it. But, sweetheart, you need to trust it.”


  I wanted to. So help me, in that moment, I’m not sure I’d ever wanted anything more. But …


  I tilted my head back so I was looking right into his eyes. “What if I can’t?”


  “Then I’ll just have to convince you.” He drew me close and kissed me again, this time slow and sweet, but it still set my head to spinning. And so help me I craved more. So much more.


  When he broke the kiss, he stepped back, and I felt my body move with him, unwilling to let the distance between us increase.


  “I’m going to take you home now.”


  His words were a command, underscored by the kind of certainty that would normally make me run or rebel. I did neither. Instead I clung to the one small fact of which I was certain—that if I said no, he would let me go. He might not want to, but if I asked, he would let me turn around and go back to the party.


  I didn’t want to, but I held tight to the knowledge that at the core of it, the decision was mine. And right then, that was enough. I nodded. “Yes,” I said. “Take me home.”


  He drove fast, which didn’t surprise me. Neither did the car, a sleek black Porsche that maneuvered the tangle of Atlanta traffic as smoothly as butter on a griddle.


  “Nice ride.”


  “It is,” he agreed. “She’s a classic. I bought her from a collector as a present to myself when I got my license a few years back.”


  “Your real estate license?” I asked, assuming he either worked with one of the Brighton big shots or was being courted as an investor.


  “Architecture.”


  I sat up a little straighter. “Oh.”


  He took his attention off the road long enough to glance at me. “You sound surprised.”


  “I’m not,” I said. “It suits you.”


  “Does it? How so?”


  I hesitated, then told him the truth. “Because you’re a little bit arrogant.”


  “Oh, really? And here I expected to be flattered.”


  “You should be. It’s like the way you’re handling this car. All confidence and zip, in and out of traffic.” I shrugged. “That’s how I think of architects, I guess. It goes back to the pyramids, right? I mean, some Egyptian architect had the audacity to say that his design would rise up to the sky, and that they would figure out a way to make that happen. It’s like building a skyscraper to the heavens or a bridge that spans a canyon.”


  I looked out the window at the Atlanta skyline, shining over the city. “It takes my breath away, you know. There’s such control and precision to creating something like that. It’s—I don’t know.”


  “I think you do,” he said softly.


  I glanced over at him, saw him looking back at me with both interest and understanding on his face.


  I shrugged. “Maybe. It’s just—okay, I used to skip school sometimes and take the bus downtown. I lived in Los Angeles,” I added. “My parents had no idea, but there were days when I just couldn’t deal with all the crap that was going on in my life. And so I’d stand there, my head tilted back, and I’d look at the city rising up around me. And it would fill me. I didn’t understand it then—all I knew was that it gave me hope.”


  “Do you understand it now?”


  “Yes,” I said softly. “I do.”


  “So do I.”


  “Really?”


  “You were right about the hope,” he said. “But you were only a kid, so you didn’t get the core. That understanding came later when you realized that the clean, soaring lines of an office building are a testament. A reminder that circumstances and the world can be controlled, no matter how futile and lost some moments might feel.”


  My throat tightened, because he knew. He truly got it. And in that moment I was grateful I never cried, because I didn’t want to shed tears in front of him. “Yes. Exactly.”


  “Why didn’t you pursue it? As a job, I mean?”


  “I would have,” I admitted. “But I don’t have the skill set or the vision. I can see a building and understand its greatness, but my mind isn’t set up to conceive of it in the first place. So I guess it’s more of a hobby with me, and why I’ve got a job in real estate. And I like to walk cities and look at the buildings. Read books. Take photographs. I take a lot of photographs,” I added.


  I didn’t ask why he became an architect. I didn’t need to. I could tell simply by watching him that he was doing exactly what he’d been born to do. Even something as simple as his confident precision when he handled the Porsche proved that he embodied everything I admired. He was a man who didn’t shrink from the world, but walked proudly within it, both capable and eager to reshape it in accordance with his own unique vision.


  Had I seen that quality in him from the first moment? I must have, because why else would nothing more than a look from him have brought me to my knees?


  I was still wondering as we climbed the steps to my second floor apartment in Buckhead.


  I broke the silence as we arrived at my door. “I don’t do this. Not usually.”


  “Go home?”


  He was teasing, of course, but I remained serious, and with my hand I gestured between the two of us. “This,” I said. “I don’t date. Not very much. It’s not—it’s not really on my radar.”


  “Good. I don’t want you to date. But, Sylvia, you’re on my radar now. And I think that’s a very good thing.”


  My cheeks flushed as I fumbled in my purse for my keys. “So, I’ve only got wine inside. Do you like red?”


  “I do. But I’m not coming in.”


  “You’re—but—” I stopped talking, afraid I sounded as gobsmacked as I felt. He’d asked me if I wanted more, and so I’d been expecting everything. Wanting it. Even craving it.


  Now I stood in front of my doorway, confused, off balance, and uncertain where exactly I’d gone off the rails.


  “I’m not coming in tonight,” he clarified, as his fingers brushed my cheek. “But make no mistake, Sylvia. This isn’t over. It hasn’t even begun.”


  “I don’t want it to be over,” I admitted.


  “And what do you want?” he asked. “Because I will tell you right now that when I want something—or someone—I pursue it relentlessly and don’t stop until I have possessed it fully. Do you want sweet words and chocolates? You’ll have them. Hand-holding and gentle kisses? I welcome them. But I want so much more, Sylvia, and you need to know that I will have you in my bed.”


  My mouth had gone completely dry. The rest of me was hot and wet, and I had to reach out and press my hand against the doorjamb simply to keep from melting onto the floor.


  I expected the dark to take hold, my fears to pull me down, and the cold, unforgiving fingers of memory to yank me back into myself and away from this man and his words that were both a seduction and a demand.


  But there was no cold, and the only dark came from the night sky, and was bright with stars. That tingle I felt wasn’t fear, it was excitement. And when I met his eyes, I was certain that he could see in mine how much of a miracle he was to me.


  “Christ, you tempt me. My fingers itch to take you right now. To strip you bare and just look at you, naked and hot and wet for me. And I will, too. I’m going to touch you. I’m going to stroke every inch of you. I’m going to bury myself deep inside of you. And I’m going to memorize the way you look when you find release in my arms. All of that,” he said as my body went limp and hot under the force of his words. “But not yet. Not tonight.”


  He reached out as if to stroke my face, but his fingers hesitated just millimeters from my skin. I sucked in air, well aware of the heat between us, and wishing desperately for even the lightest touch of skin upon skin.


  Then he withdrew his hand and looked straight into my eyes. His were inscrutable. Mine, I’m certain, were wild and pleading and just a bit confused. Because with Jackson, everything had flipped. Instead of grabbing control, I’d surrendered it. And that really wasn’t me.


  I didn’t understand why—and while that might scare me, what scared me more was the fear that he would go away.


  “You want me, too.” It was a statement, not a question, but I answered anyway.


  “Yes.” The word seemed too small to encompass so great a need.


  “All right, then.” The smile barely touched his mouth, but I saw pleasure light in his face. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning. Ten-thirty.”


  “Oh.” I blinked at the sudden shift from the seductive to the esoteric. “Okay.” I ran through my schedule, grateful I had no conflicts. Not that it mattered; I would have blown off anything that stood between me and spending the morning with Jackson.


  The corners of his eyes crinkled, as if he knew my thoughts. “You’re mine tomorrow,” he said as he brushed a fingertip over my lower lip, and then turned and walked away.


  I went inside, so full of light and anticipation that I actually did a little twirl. And I am really not the twirling type.


  I peeled off my clothes, and every brush of material against my overheated skin was like a sensual treat. I slid into bed naked, wanting nothing but the sheet between me and my memories of Jackson.


  Then I closed my eyes, slid my hand between my legs, and let thoughts of this gorgeous, sexy, enigmatic man carry me off to sleep.


  six


  A sharp knock at my door awakened me, and I stretched in bed, enjoying the fading memories of some truly spectacular dreams.


  Dreams. Not nightmares.


  The thought brightened my smile even more. So far, Jackson Steele was proving to be the embodiment of the perfect man. Charming, funny, utterly gorgeous. And despite that whole takecharge vibe, he wasn’t the least bit nightmare inducing.


  Pleased, I hummed a little as I tossed on a robe. I didn’t hurry—it wasn’t yet eight on a Saturday morning. Anyone who needed me was just going to have to wait. Still, I called out, “Hang on,” as I tied the sash and walked to the door.


  I checked the peephole, but no one was out there. Curious, I opened the door to look back toward the street, only to find a beautifully wrapped box on my doormat. I picked it up and found a simple tag tucked in under the bow. Wear Me.


  I laughed, feeling a bit like Alice as she stumbled into Wonderland. But I had no doubt that the package was from Jackson, and when I went inside and took the lid off, my suspicions were confirmed.


  The dress I found cradled in tissue paper was sunshine yellow and absolutely darling, with a fitted bodice, a loose and breezy skirt, and big white buttons from cleavage to hem. It also came with matching low-heeled sandals that actually fit when I tried them on. But it was the last part of the present—the part hidden beneath a thin fold of tissue paper—that made my entire body tingle. Sheer silk stockings accompanied by a black garter and black thong panties that were nothing more than a tiny triangle of lace. The bra was equally tiny, with almost nonexistent cups that were designed so that a woman’s breasts spilled over the top, adding fullness while keeping her nipples exposed.


  I licked my lips, then put on the lingerie, careful not to run the stockings as I rolled them up each of my legs. Then I stood in front of my full-length mirror and tried to see myself from all sides.


  I looked like sin.


  More important, I felt like it. Hot. Wild. Daring.


  And there was no denying the tingle between my legs when I imagined Jackson buying this. Watching me in it. And then watching me out of it.


  Without thinking, I slid my hand down into the panties, my finger barely stroking my clit before finding my center. Oh, holy Christ, I am wet. And when that familiar electric tingle started to shoot through me, I yanked my hand away, as guilty as a teenager.


  Not because I didn’t want to get off, but because I wanted Jackson to be the one to take me there.


  Both aroused and anxious, I slid into the dress, pleased to see it fit perfectly. Then I hurried through my hair and makeup routine, only to find myself dressed and impatient well before Jackson’s scheduled arrival at half-past ten. I spent the time feeling the way I had when I was thirteen and waiting for Billy Tyson to take me on my first date—a movie and a burger, chauffeured to both by his parents. That was back when my life was full of anticipation and wonder. When I trusted my parents to keep me safe and whole. When I lived in a solid middle class bubble that I’d thought, foolishly, was impenetrable.


  That was before my brother got sick.


  That was before him.


  Stop it.


  I clenched my fists and forced the memories away. I was about to go out on a real date, a very rare occasion for me. And dammit, I liked the way I felt. I wanted to hang on to the feeling. More than that, I deserved to hang on to it.


  I busied myself with making coffee, then didn’t want to drink it for fear it would linger on my breath. When the quick, firm knock sounded promptly at ten-thirty, I just about sprinted to the door.


  “Hey,” I said, breathless as I flung it open, and even more breathless when I saw him standing there, tall and lean, his dark hair windtossed just enough to give him a sexy, reckless vibe. When he stepped inside, his primal, raw scent enveloped me. Earth and wood and rain, blending together in a way that was uniquely Jackson.


  “Don’t move,” he said as he stood just inside my apartment. “I want to look at you.”


  “I like the dress,” I said. “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome,” he said as his gaze raked over me with such intensity that I was certain he was seeing both the dress—and what was underneath.


  “I like the lingerie, too,” I said boldly, and was rewarded by the heat in his eyes and the way his jaw tightened, as if he was fighting for control.


  “Do you?” he said, and those two simple words seemed to hold a world of questions.


  I lifted my chin slightly, and when I spoke, my voice was breathy. “Yes. Do you want me to show you?”


  “Very much. But not until tonight. In the meantime, I’ll think about just how I’m going to reveal it.”


  “Jackson—” There was no disguising the need in my voice.


  He shook his head, his eyes full of passion and promise. “Tonight. Right now I’m taking you to lunch.”


  I bit back the flurry of questions—where were we going, what were we eating, when would we be back—and forced myself to simply go with it. To let Jackson take the lead. Strangely, it wasn’t hard. Though I rarely slid out of the driver’s seat, with this man it just seemed natural. As if something inside me knew that no matter what happened, he wouldn’t push me too hard.


  But whether that impression was accurate or simply wishful thinking, I really didn’t know.


  Back in the Porsche, Jackson easily maneuvered the Saturday morning traffic. We ended up at Centennial Olympic Park. I’d only been in Atlanta for a few weeks, but I knew the park well. Reggie’s office was only a few blocks away down Marietta Street, and I’d come to the plaza during my lunch hour once or twice. It’s a big space, with grassy areas, a reflecting pool, and the famous Fountain of Rings.


  “A picnic?” I asked as we got out of his car. “There’s no basket.”


  I half-expected him to open the trunk and pull one out. Instead, he just took my hand. “Burgers,” he said, and I laughed. “Is that bad?”


  I shook my head, still laughing. “I went out for burgers on my very first date. And I was feeling some of those first date nerves when I was waiting for you. I guess it just struck me as funny. What?” I added, noting the intense way he was looking at me.


  “You just surprise me. There are things you’re holding back—no, don’t worry, I’m not going to press you—but then there are times when you’re disarmingly honest.”


  “Not usually,” I admitted. I didn’t say that I felt comfortable with him. Too comfortable, perhaps.


  I didn’t say it, but I was certain that he knew it.


  “Should I point out that we’re in a park?” I asked brightly, hoping to signal a change of subject. “Unless you’re planning to grill, that’s not the traditional location for a burger and fries.”


  “I thought you already realized that I’m not the traditional sort.”


  I narrowed my eyes, but he didn’t explain further. Instead, he led me across the plaza, the Fountain of Rings shooting water high into the sky as children watched and ran and splashed in the jets. “Want to?” he said, eyeing the streams.


  “Tempting,” I admitted. “But I like this dress too much. And I’m starving.”


  “Then let’s get you fed.”


  We turned, strolling the tree-lined plaza until we reached the grassy area and the Visitor’s Center—and the funky-looking hamburger stand.


  “Googie Burger,” Jackson said, pointing to the angular building that reminded me of both the old Jetsons cartoon and Tomorrowland at the Disneyland Park in Anaheim. “Opened here not too long ago.”


  “That’s really its name?” I asked, studying the walk-up hamburger stand and the tables that surrounded it.


  Jackson eased us into the line. “Yup. Do you know why?”


  I cocked my head. “Is this a pop quiz?”


  He laughed. “Guilty as charged.”


  “I can hardly have grown up in Los Angeles, love architecture, and not know about Googie,” I said. “It’s like a subset of futuristic design. Very Atomic Age. Starbursts and roofs that slope up. And lots of boomerang shapes. The building at LAX, the iconic Las Vegas diamond-shaped sign, about a zillion car washes. It’s all over the place. Do I pass?”


  “Flying colors.”


  “But the really important question is, how are the burgers?”


  “As excellent as the building,” he assured me. And he was right. Soft buns, perfectly cooked meat, crisp lettuce and tomatoes, and French fries to positively die for. We chatted while we ate, talking about everything and nothing, and when I reached over to wipe a bit of mustard from the corner of his mouth, I was struck hard by the realization that though I barely knew him, being with him was so easy that it felt as though we’d been together forever.


  That perceived familiarity didn’t lessen the heat, though, and when he caught my finger and drew it into his mouth, I gasped aloud, as much in surprise as from the sudden explosion of sparks that originated at my fingertip and then pooled, wild and needy, between my thighs.


  He kept his eyes on mine, then so slowly I thought I might just melt, he teased my finger with his tongue before dragging his teeth gently over my skin as he released me. “Tonight,” he said. “I’m going to taste the rest of you tonight.”


  My lips parted as if to respond, but I couldn’t manage words.


  He smiled, a little smug and very sexy. Then he stood and held out his hand to me. I took it willingly.


  “Where are we going?”


  “I thought I’d show you some of my favorite places. You said you grew up in LA, right? How long have you been in Atlanta?”


  “Not long. I came right after I graduated in August. I met my boss out there—he was brokering a deal for Damien Stark, so I knew that Reggie was legit. Reggie Gale,” I added. “He needed an assistant, I wanted real estate development experience, and so it just worked out.”


  “Stark,” Jackson said, his voice flat.


  “You’ve heard of him, right? Retired from the tennis circuit not long ago, and he’s exploded onto the business scene. He made a huge profit with some real estate investments before he retired, and he parlayed that into a tech company and a whole bunch of other ventures.”


  “I’ve heard of him. I’m not entirely sure what to think of him. Or of his success.”


  “Really?” I shrugged. From what I’d seen Stark was damn talented. “I actually applied for an assistant job with him, but when Reggie offered me this position, I took it. Closer to real estate.”


  “And Gale brought you to Atlanta.”


  “So it’s only been a few weeks. And everything’s been so busy with the Brighton Consortium project that I haven’t had much time to get to know the city. So, yeah,” I said. “This is perfect.”


  I didn’t mention that it was especially perfect since I knew that my time in Atlanta might be short. Once Reggie had fired me, I’d sent an email to the HR department at Stark International asking them to please consider my application if the assistant position hadn’t already been filled. Even if I didn’t get that job, I knew I’d probably end up back in LA. I had friends there and connections. And at the end of the day, it was all about finding a job.


  Right then, though, I didn’t want to angst about my job prospects. Instead, I simply wanted to enjoy the time with Jackson.


  It ended up being an even more wonderful day than I imagined, with Jackson taking me around the city, showing me his favorite buildings, and telling me why he liked them.


  We started by having a post-lunch drink at the Marriott Marquis with its alien-looking atrium that rose up to dizzying heights. We hit the Georgia Aquarium next, which had that same futuristic Googie quality. We entered, then went to the largest tank and sat in the dark. I couldn’t say what creatures lived inside that massive habitat. All I knew in that moment was Jackson. His heat, his scent, his presence. I could barely think, much less focus, and when he brushed his lips against my temple, even that sweetly innocent touch was enough to have me writhing with need and anticipation.


  From under the water at the aquarium, he took me underground to a subway station. “This one is my favorite.” Jackson spread his arms out to encompass the Peachtree Marta station one hundred and twenty feet below the ground. The ceiling and floor were finished, but the sides of the tunnel were rough, blasted rock.


  “This is where men shaped the world the way they saw fit,” Jackson said, his words echoing my earlier ones. “Seemingly simple, but now thousands of people can move through bedrock, and the design—with the exposed rocks—drives that home.”


  He ended our tour at the sleekly stunning High Museum of Art with its original design by a Pritzker-winning architect and subsequent enhancement by an Italian architectural maestro. We wandered its galleries, exploring it thoroughly, but spending most of our time checking out the current Cézanne exhibit and studying the prints in the permanent photographic exhibit. Our Day of Architecture finally ended at Table 1280, the fresh-to-table restaurant inside the museum.


  “There’s more,” Jackson said, as he lifted a strawberry to my mouth. “But the more time I spend with you, the less interested I am in architecture, and the more interested I am in getting you naked.”


  I almost choked on the berry. “Not very subtle, are you?”


  “I know what I want,” he said. “I know it, and I go after it. I told you that last night. And, Sylvia, I thought we were clear that I wanted you.”


  “What you want? Sounds a bit one-sided.”


  “It’s not,” he assured me. “I know what you want, too.” The way he smiled reminded me a bit of the wolf with Red Riding Hood. The better to eat you with, my dear. “Don’t I?”


  Oh, dear god, yes.


  I ignored the wild pounding of my heart as I pushed my plate away, the slice of cheesecake uneaten. I didn’t understand the intensity of my reaction to this man. All I knew was that Jackson shifted something inside me. And so help me, I liked the way that felt.


  The short walk to his car seemed unbearably long, and the drive was almost painful. The thrum of the engine drove through me, and every time he shifted gears, I felt the shift in power between my legs. My nipples were hard and painfully sensitive as they rubbed the lace of my bra with each movement.


  I was on edge and frenzied and just a bit out of control. I wasn’t a woman who swooned around a man. Just the opposite, in fact. Usually I clenched up or went cold if a man came after me with as much intensity as Jackson had. Granted, he wasn’t demanding or forcing or giving ultimatums. Hell, he’d even pulled back that very first time when he’d ordered me to take a walk with him.


  But that didn’t change the fact that his entire persona was control and power. Exactly the kind of thing that usually made me edgy and off center.


  So why wasn’t I feeling that way now?


  Then again, right then, I really was on edge. But a different kind. A better kind. My skin tingling, my sex throbbing. My entire body was primed in anticipation of his touch. A touch that I wanted. Maybe even needed.


  “Go ahead,” Jackson said, his voice soft but with a subtle hint of authority.


  I turned to look at him, not understanding.


  “Touch yourself.”


  This time, there was no denying the command. Nor was there any denying my body’s immediate and visceral response. The instant firing of my blood. The sudden ache between my thighs. The tightness in my breasts.


  I swallowed and forced myself not to clench my hands at my sides as panic began to bubble up inside me, all the more unwelcome because I’d thought with Jackson I was past it. “I don’t think so.”


  My words were firm, and I was proud of myself for hiding my anxiety.


  “You want to,” he said simply.


  “No, I—”


  “Don’t discount your desires, Sylvia. Do you think I can’t feel it, too, the heat you’re generating? Do you really believe that I don’t know damn well that if I slid my finger inside your panties I’d find you hot and wet for me?”


  I pressed my lips together, both aroused and frustrated that he could so easily see what should have been hidden.


  “I thought of you last night,” he continued. “I sat in my living room with a glass of bourbon and I thought of you.”


  I shifted a little so that I was looking straight at him, but I said nothing.


  “I imagined you in your apartment, in your bed. I imagined you naked, Sylvia. Your legs spread, one hand on your breast, the other sliding down until your fingers found your clit, so hot. So sensitive. Did you tease yourself, baby? Did you play with your clit, then slide your fingers down? Were you hot and wet and tight? Did you fuck yourself last night, Sylvia? Did you thrust your fingers deep inside? Did you imagine it was my cock inside you? Tell me, baby. I want to know.”


  “Yes,” I murmured, both because it was true and because I wanted him to know.


  “Then do it now. Why deny yourself a pleasure you so clearly want?”


  “I—Jackson, no.” I dragged my teeth over my lower lip. I expected a flood of horrible memories and clenching anxiety so intense that I’d end up closing myself off and letting the world turn gray just so I could find a space inside myself where I could breathe.


  Except the flood didn’t come. On the contrary, little by little the panic faded, subsumed by the power of my desire.


  “Close your eyes,” he said. “Nothing more. Just close your eyes.”


  Since that was easy, I did.


  “You’re beautiful.” He reached over and stroked my cheek, then ran his fingers through my short-cropped hair. “So goddamn beautiful. And even more so with the sun on your skin. Can you feel it, low in the sky, bursting through that window? Touching your skin? Firing your senses? Making you soft and warm and languid?”


  “Yes.” My voice came out a whisper, and I hadn’t even noticed how relaxed I’d become in the few short moments when his words washed over me, seducing me with as much precision and technique as the hands I knew would certainly follow.


  “Put your hands on your knees, Sylvia.”


  I did, then drew in a calming breath. My skin felt too tight and my body too hot. I had no word to describe the way I felt other than need.


  And what I needed was Jackson.


  “Unbutton your dress, Sylvia,” he demanded. “But don’t open your eyes.”


  I swallowed, then reached down and found the last button. It slid easily through the hole. The next was about four inches higher, and I unbuttoned it as well. Then higher and higher until I reached my crotch.


  “Jacks—”


  “No.” His fingertip pressed softly on my lips. “You don’t talk. You don’t think. You only do and feel. Nod if you understand.”


  I nodded.


  “Now finish the buttons.”


  I complied, my hands shaking slightly as I reached my waist and then unfastened the buttons that rose up the bodice to end at my breasts.


  “Now spread your legs, and open the dress as you do.”


  I was breathing hard by then, imagining what he saw. The yellow material thrust aside, and me in black lace and stockings, my breasts plump in the lacy bra with the minuscule cups. With my eyes closed, I was lost in a sensual cloud, attuned to the movement of the car and the sound of his voice, but I didn’t expect the brush of his fingertip over my nipple, and I couldn’t withhold my gasp of pleasure as his touch sent a shock of sensation through me from breast to sex.


  I arched up, letting the glorious feeling rush through me, and I didn’t even hide my smile when Jackson murmured, “Yes, oh, baby, the way you respond, it’s fucking incredible.”


  Incredible.


  I swallowed a sigh. If being incredible meant that I could feel that way, then I was absolutely beyond thrilled.


  “Now tilt your seat back,” he said. “Just a little. That’s good. Now can you still reach your knees? Not quite, but that’s okay. I want one hand on your thigh. Good girl. Now take the other and move it up to your breast. No,” he corrected, “not like that. Trail it up,” he said, placing his right hand over my left, and moving our joined hands slowly and gently up my thigh.


  The sensation was amazing, and as our fingers continued their journey over hips and torso, I tilted my head back, lost in a heated and erotic assault upon my senses. Our movement stopped just under my left breast so that I could feel the soft lace against my fingertips, and as Jackson eased my index finger up higher, I dragged my teeth over my lower lip, then bit down when my hand found my nipple, hard and erect over the cup of the bra.


  “That’s it, baby,” he said. “Play with it. Touch it. You feel it, I know. That tightness in your nipple. You want to pinch it. To feel it hard between your fingers. Do that, baby,” he said, and I heard his low moan when I did as he asked, then arched up in surprised pleasure as the electricity jolted through me all the way to my sex.


  “Oh, yes,” he said, his voice so low and tight that I knew his arousal came close to my own. “Slide your right hand up,” he said, and I was astounded by how eagerly I complied. I trailed my fingertips along the inside of my thighs, then found the edge of my now-soaked thong.


  “There you go, baby. Spread your legs wider and pull the material aside. I want to see your cunt. I want to see just how wet you are. I want to watch as you slide your fingertip inside. And I want to watch your body tremble as you go right to the edge. But not over, baby. You don’t go over until I’m deep inside you. I’m going to fuck you hard, baby. So deep and so hard that you’re going to scream my name when you come, and I’m going to capture the sound with my mouth.”


  His words shocked me. Not because they were so coarse and bold and unexpected, but because instead of feeling used by the things he suggested, I felt special. Instead of feeling dirty, I felt powerful. As if I was somehow the one in control and not this man who was demanding such supplication and submission.


  “Jesus, that’s hot,” he said, as I stroked my fingers over my own slick heat. A tremor rocked me, making me moan. I was close—so very close, and all I wanted was to explode in his arms. I wanted more, deeper, harder. And with the low command of his voice in my head, I did as he asked, touching my clit, thrusting my fingers deep inside myself, and fighting the urge to beg him to stop the car and just please, please, please fuck me.


  “Jackson,” I moaned, as I felt the tingling begin along my inner thighs. The precursor to the explosion I so desperately craved.


  “Not just yet, baby,” he said, then closed his hand over mine, the mere brush of his hand over my inner thigh was almost enough to make me come anyway. “Not until I tell you to.”


  “Please,” I murmured, more wild, more needful than I’d ever felt in my life.


  “Please, what?”


  “Please fuck me.”


  “Oh, baby. Believe me, I’m very much looking forward to that. But right now, I think, it’s time.”


  “Time?”


  “To go inside,” he said. “And so much more.”


  I opened my eyes and looked around, surprised to see that we were in the visitor parking area for my apartment building. I’d had no idea that we’d exited the freeway, much less that we’d parked.


  Without another word, Jackson leaned toward me, then very slowly buttoned my dress. As he got out of the car, I stayed there, breathing hard and trying to grasp hold of reality. Every bit of reason told me I should race for my door and shut myself inside, locking out Jackson and the world.


  But reason didn’t seem to have any bearing on this moment. Instead, I was running on pure emotion, and for the first time in a long time, I trusted that. Craved it. Wanted to just let go and feel the moments flow over me, one after another after another, leading to some wondrous but unknown pinnacle that I’d never reached before.


  “Your expression,” Jackson said as he opened the passenger door and reached out his hand to help me out. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”


  “I’m not,” I said, then laughed at the giddy sound of my voice. “Isn’t it wonderful? I’m not thinking at all.”


  “Then what are you doing?” he asked as he pulled me to him.


  I hooked my arms around his neck. “I’m feeling,” I said. “Please, Jackson. Make me feel more. Make me feel everything.”


  “Sweetheart,” he said, “I’m at your service.”


  I laughed, delighted and surprised, when he scooped me up and carried me to my door. I clung to him, my head nestled against his shoulder, trying to figure out what the hell had happened to me.


  Me, the woman who was always so careful. Who kept such a tight lock on control, and who never let a man get under her skin.


  He was different, somehow, I thought. He could keep me safe. And if my demons ran free, well then maybe he was the man who could slay them.


  “Stand there,” he said, putting me down in front of my coffee table. He looked around, then put his foot against the table and gave it a quick shove sideways so that there was nothing between where he’d placed me and the couch. “Good,” he said. “Now wait.”


  “Wait—for what?”


  But he just shook his head and pressed a finger to his lips. “You asked me to make you feel, Sylvia. And I promise you that I will.”


  I almost answered, but the truth was I didn’t know what to say. And he was gone anyway, disappearing into my galley-style kitchen. I stood in my living room, shifting my weight from foot to foot, wondering what he would do if I sat down, but afraid to try it for fear that he would leave. And I really didn’t want him to go.


  When he returned, he held two glasses of wine. One he set on the coffee table. The other he held as he sat on the couch.


  I glanced sideways at the wine on the table, then raised a brow. He took a sip from his own glass before giving me a single, one-word answer. “After.”


  “After what?”


  “After you’re naked.” His voice had shifted. It was low. Commanding. And very, very sexy.


  I drew in a breath, waiting to feel the icy fingers of the nightmares slither up my back. But there was no chill. There was only warmth and desire and the intensity of his eyes, so powerful it seemed that I didn’t need to strip at all, because he had already seen me bare.


  “I—I’m not sure,” I said, but even as I spoke, I knew my words were only for form. I wasn’t tense—on the contrary, I felt loose. Warm. Even eager.


  The cold fear I had expected was far, far away, replaced by a burning anticipation. Because I wanted the sensation of his hands upon me and the luxury of him looking at me.


  “Not sure?” he said as he stood up, holding his wine. He moved to me, then dipped his finger in the liquid before dragging the pad gently over my lower lip. “I think you are, Sylvia.”


  He trailed his finger gently down my neck, then traced my collarbone, making me shiver from the soft sensuality of his touch.


  “I watched you in the car, remember? So bold. So wild. I told you what I wanted, and it made you hot. I told you what to do, and it made you wet.”


  I pressed my lips together, forcing myself not to whimper.


  “You want to give yourself over to me, Sylvia. You want to put the power for your pleasure in my hands.”


  His words scared me. Not only because they were true, but because I didn’t understand why I so badly craved exactly what he was demanding. For years, my relationships with men had been few and far between. And when I did go out—when that pounding need for release and escape finally hit me with so much force that it drove me to action—then I was the one with the power. I was the one who set the terms and called the shots.


  And on those rare times, I never felt anything more than the physical release of an orgasm and the hard burn of one hell of a cardio workout.


  Most important, I was the one who walked away.


  That was the way it worked, the way I protected myself.


  And yet here I was, open and vulnerable.


  And god help me, I was desperately, wildly, incredibly turned on.


  “You want this as much as I do,” he said as he circled me, stopping so that he was behind me when he bent close to whisper in my ear. “I see it in the way you look at me. The way you respond to me. What was it you said in the car about my work? That it’s power and control? You were right. But that’s not just what I do. It’s who I am.”


  He slid his arms around my waist and pulled me close, so that my back was against him. I could feel his erection against me and the corresponding tingle between my thighs. And in that moment, I regretted not having already done what he said, because I wanted nothing more than to be naked with his hands upon me.


  He moved his hands up to cup my breasts. “It excites me to know that I hold the leash on your pleasure. That I can take you to the edge or not. That I hold your trust and your passion in my hand.” He released me then, and it was all I could do not to whimper.


  “So tell me, Sylvia,” he said, as he moved back to the couch. “What do you want? Do you want to surrender? Or do you want me to leave?”


  I didn’t answer in words. Instead, I slowly lifted my hands and once again unbuttoned my dress.


  This time, however, I didn’t simply spread it open. Instead, I let it slip over my arms and off my body so that I stood before him in only my brand-new lingerie and shoes.


  The shoes went next, even though I lost a good two inches of height and felt all the more vulnerable for it.


  I needed to do the stockings next, and started to bend over to roll them down. But I lifted my head and the heat I saw in his eyes fueled my imagination. I took a step toward him, then another. Then I lifted my leg and put the ball of my foot on the edge of the couch, right between his thighs. And then, I very slowly started to roll down the stocking. When I reached my foot, I carefully eased off the silk. I rose slowly, letting the stocking dangle, and very casually let the wisp of silk play lightly over his crotch.


  “Naughty,” he said, but the smile suggested that he liked naughty just fine.


  At the moment, so did I.


  I repeated the process with my other foot, only this time I extended my leg so that my foot wasn’t on the edge of the couch but on the cushion. Now, my toes brushed against his cock, straining against his jeans. And I knew that because of the way I stood with one leg up and the other leg down, the tiny thong was doing very little to hide how incredibly wet I was—and right then Jackson had a front-row seat with a view.


  And then, because I wanted to make sure he didn’t miss a thing, I trailed my finger from my ankle to my sex. I moaned as I slipped a finger deep inside myself, and I kept my eyes on him, not wanting to miss even a single spark of passion that fired on his face.


  “How do you taste?” he asked, and I slowly lifted my finger to my mouth, drew it in deep and let him watch as I sucked. “Sweet,” I finally said. “Do you like candy?”


  “Oh, yes,” he said as he reached out and put his hands on my hips even as he slid off the couch to kneel in front of me. “Maybe just a little taste.” He leaned forward and closed his mouth over my sex, then licked and sucked with such intensity that I think I would have collapsed right there if he hadn’t been holding me up.


  “Delicious,” he murmured when he pulled away and I whimpered with regret.


  “Please,” I said.


  “Trust me.” His hands roamed down, finding the band for the thong, then easing it down until I could step out of it.


  He stood, then made a circular motion with his finger. “Turn around.”


  I complied, then sucked in air when he unfastened my bra and peeled it off my body. He let it drop to the carpet, leaving me standing there completely naked and entirely aroused. “This,” he said. “I like this a lot.”


  He reached around, then cupped his hands over my breasts. From behind, he trailed kisses over my body, tracing the outline of my tattoos, but never asking about them. Slowly, slowly down each vertebra, then a soft brush of lips over the dimples above my ass. Then he was on his knees and his tongue was dancing gently along the soft line of flesh that marked the juncture between the back of my thigh and the curve of my ass.


  He had turned my entire body into an erogenous zone, and I trembled, so unsteady that I reached up and cupped my hands over his, as if holding on to my own breasts would somehow keep me steady.


  When he told me to turn again, I did so without hesitation. His mouth was even with my sex, and I saw the way his mouth quirked in a teasing smile as he tilted his head back and looked up into my eyes. “You’re beautiful,” he said, then slowly traced a finger down, down, over my breasts, my tats, my belly button.


  “A ribbon,” he said, when he reached the red ribbon tattoo that scrolled along the crease of skin between thigh and torso. “And a lock,” he added, touching the first tattoo on my pubic bone that Cass had inked so long ago. “Why? What’s written on the ribbon?”


  “Nothing,” I lied. “I just liked them in the artist’s book.”


  He held my eyes for a moment as if in challenge, but I stayed silent. How could I share the extent of the lie? How could I explain that contrary to what I told him, those tats were far from nothing. Instead, they were everything. Marks of both shame and power. A reminder of who I was, and who I would never be again.


  “Someday you’ll tell me the truth,” he said, as he stroked his thumb lightly over my sex. “But right now, all I want is to taste you.”


  And then, with no more warning, he closed his mouth over my sex, then drew his tongue so delicately over my clit that I saw the world turn gray and stars explode in front of me. “It won’t stay this way,” he said.


  “What?”


  “Gentle. Just a taste, sweetheart, and then I’m going to make you scream.”


  He was as good as his word, and his tongue played and teased as his hands roamed, holding on just tight enough to keep me from toppling over. But I felt the shift in him when he cupped my ass in his hands, then demanded that I spread my legs as he laved me in long, liquid strokes, then slid his tongue inside me, tasting and teasing and making me squirm against him, desperate for him to take me harder, to take me further.


  I was shameless, standing there with this man on his knees in front of me, his mouth so violently tormenting me. And yet all I wanted was more. All I craved was everything.


  “Please,” I begged, when I was certain that I could take it no more. “Please, Jackson.”


  “Tell me what you want,” he whispered, pulling his mouth away just long enough to murmur the words against my skin.


  “You. Oh, god, please. I want you.”


  “At your service,” he said as he stood and drew me to the couch. With casual ease, he tossed off his shirt, then took off his jeans. He wore briefs, and before he removed them I could see the hard, thick bulge of his erection. And when he did take them off, I drew in a breath, awed by the sheer perfection of this man’s body. A man who’d surely been carved by the gods on a particularly good day. He’d taken a condom packet out of his pocket, and I watched, mesmerized, as he rolled the condom on.


  Then he sat on the couch and held out his hand. I went eagerly, then straddled him, feeling the hard, enticing heat of him at my core. “I want to watch your face when you come,” he said. “And I want you to take what you need.”


  I licked my lips, realizing that he wanted me to be in charge. To thrust myself down on him. To ride him. To bring us both to the peak.


  And oh, dear god, I wanted that, too.


  It was familiar territory, being the one in control. Except with Jackson, I knew damn well that he’d never truly relinquished his hold.


  And in his arms, I really didn’t care.


  “That’s it, baby,” he said, as I moved over him. Teasing both of us with the tip of his cock.


  He took my mouth then, kissing me rough and deep, and I thrust downward, so wet that it was easy to take all of him, and then to rise up on my legs and then ease my body down again. Slowly. Torturously. Letting the pleasure—and the anticipation—build.


  I met his eyes and saw understanding. “You’re a tease.”


  “No,” I countered. “I just want it to last.”


  But neither of us could hold out, and soon he took my hips and guided my motions. “I thought I was in charge,” I gasped.


  “To hell with that,” he said. “I want to feel you explode.”


  Harder and harder, deeper and deeper. I impaled myself over and over on him, taking everything, wanting everything. His touch, his passion, the explosion that was about to ricochet through both of us.


  And when it did—when my whole body clenched around his cock and the world spun full of color and light—I screamed his name, just as he’d said I would.


  “I don’t think I’ll ever move again,” I whispered as I fell forward against him, my arms around his neck.


  “You will.” He shifted us both, then picked me up and carried me naked to the bedroom. And he was right. When he slid on top of me—when he kissed and caressed me—when he made love to me softly and sweetly, I moved again just fine.


  And then I snuggled close and thought that maybe, just maybe, I’d actually won.


  But that wasn’t true.


  I hadn’t won at all.


  And when the dark gray fingers came to me in dreams, I realized for the first time how much I’d truly lost, and how much my past had cost me.
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  I stare at the gray stucco building with the gray steel door, then cringe as it pulses red.


  I turn in the car to look at my father, sure that he has seen it, too. Certain that he won’t make me go in there again. Because it’s bad, like a horror movie. And I don’t want to be the girl in the horror movie who walks right into the scary place.


  “Daddy …”


  “Go on, Elle,” he says. “You’re going to be late.”


  “It’s Sylvia now.” I am Eleanor Sylvia Brooks, and I’ve gone by Elle for all of my life. Until Bob started calling me that. Now, at fourteen, I hate my name. Now, I go by Sylvia.


  “I know,” my dad says. “I know everything that goes on in there. I’m the one who arranged this, after all.”


  “You know?” My brow creases. “You really know?”


  “He told you so, didn’t he?”


  I think about what Bob had said last week when he had his fingers in my panties. About how he’d made this arrangement with my dad. About how we were getting good money. A lot more than a silly picture is worth, especially when he doesn’t even sell all of the pictures he takes. “You’re pretty, Elle, but do you really think you’ll grow up to be a model?”


  I shake my head.


  “So ask yourself what it is I’m paying your dad for.”


  “He wouldn’t do that,” I say, but maybe he would. Because we need this money.


  Suddenly, my brother, Ethan, is in the backseat of the car. “It’s okay because you love me. And if you stop and I die, it’ll be all your fault.”


  My mother appears beside him. “What teenager wouldn’t want to be a model? You’re so, so lucky. And already you’re in an ad!”


  She holds up the back-to-school ad for a local store. I’m confused for a moment because we haven’t shot that ad yet, but then I remember that this is a dream, and when I remember that, my mom and my brother disappear.


  “Time to go in,” my dad says, and now I’m inside the building, leaning against a wall. Across the room, I see myself.


  The other me is leaning against a fake Roman column. Bob is in front of me. He’s a photographer who does a lot of stock photo work that he sells to advertisers, graphic designers, and the like. His name is Cabot, but I’m supposed to call him Bob.


  I have no idea how old he is, but I think probably in his early thirties. He’s clean shaven with silky dark hair that brushes his shoulders, and which he ties back with a leather band sometimes when he’s working. When I first met him, I thought he was cute. Now, seeing him makes me want to throw up.


  I glance around the studio to see if anyone else is here. Bob has interns and a few assistants. Even a woman who comes in with a wardrobe rack. But there is no one today.


  And I know why.


  “Okay, Elle,” he says. “That’s good, but not quite there.”


  He moves in front of me and turns on a fan. My hair—still long, still wavy—starts to flutter in the soft wind.


  “Oh, yeah. That’s awesome. Seriously perfect for this shot.”


  My stomach clenches.


  “The dress, though …”


  He moves to me, and even though I am standing in the shadows of the far side of the room, I can feel the brush of his fingers as he adjusts the other me’s dress. It’s pale blue and short, with buttons down the front and a fitted waist. The material is thin enough to have been caught by the manufactured breeze, and it flutters against my thighs.


  “That’s better,” he says after he’s unfastened the top two buttons. “But your face. Come on, Elle, I’m going for a certain look. A softness. A sensuality. Can you give me that?”


  I watch as my mouth tightens into a firm line. I say nothing.


  “Put your arms above you,” he says. “Hold on to the column.”


  I do.


  “Good girl. And what a nice clean line that makes.” He trails his finger down my arm, then over the swell of my breast. He stops there, cupping my breast. I watch as the other me closes her eyes.


  “Actually,” he says, “that’s not bad. The young and nubile female against the Roman pillar. It’s almost like a mythological theme. Almost like you’re Aphrodite.” He starts to unbutton my dress.


  “No!” I say from my place in the shadows.


  “Don’t,” I say at the column.


  “Who’s in charge here?” he asks. “What am I paying for? While you’re here, you’re mine, remember? You have to trust me. It’s my job to make you look good, right?”


  He pulls open the dress front, revealing my breasts, tight in the too-small bra.


  I see myself squeeze my eyes tighter.


  “Not gonna be a good shot if you don’t relax. But don’t worry, Elle. That’s part of my job. To make sure you look right on camera. To make sure you relax completely.”


  As he talks, he’s undoing the rest of the buttons. I watch as he strokes me, as he touches me. I remember all the things he’s done—all the things he’s doing right now. Where his hands are. Where his mouth is.


  I don’t watch him—I can’t. The world around me is turning gray and all I want to do is escape from these memories, but how can I leave when I would still be trapped here, that other me, angry and scared and so, so ashamed.


  I hear Bob’s words, raw and needy, and grit my teeth. I keep my eyes locked on the other me’s face. That me is still standing, arms still above her head. And Bob is on his knees in front of me. He isn’t talking now.


  I scream for the other me to push him away. To slam her hands down and crack his head. To thrust a knee up and break his jaw.


  But she doesn’t. The opposite in fact, as she slowly loses control.


  Her clenched jaw loosens. Her lips part. Her skin flushes. I see her body writhe. Her little gasps.


  And then there is that building pressure. The sense of an impending explosion. It’s filling her—me—us. And oh, fuck, it feels good. And it’s getting bigger and bigger and I look down, but it’s not Bob who’s touching us. Using us.


  It’s Jackson.


  And that’s when it hits. A fierce orgasm rocks through me, and I realize that there is no other me. There’s just Elle. Just Sylvia.


  Just shame. And confusion. And the cold, deep fear that if I keep breaking like this, I’ll never manage to put myself together.


  The sound of my scream yanks me from both the nightmare and the memory.


  I glance around, afraid that people have heard me. But I only screamed in my head.


  I stand still and draw in one breath and then another, trying to shake the nightmare as I get my bearings. I’m in Los Angeles. I’m on Hollywood Boulevard. I’m standing on the sidewalk by the entrance to the Hollywood and Vine subway station, and I’m holding on tight to a signpost.


  Atlanta is gone.


  The past is gone.


  But the dream still lingers. And Jackson—the man I could have loved, the man I brutally left—lingers as well.


  I drag my fingers through my hair. I’d been so lost in my memories—so wrapped up in Jackson—that I hadn’t been paying attention. I’ve walked several blocks—a solid fifteen minute walk—without even realizing what I was doing.


  “Shit.”


  I bite out the curse, more scared than angry, because it’s been a long time since I’ve disappeared into myself like that. I tell myself that it’s okay. I’m just edgy and unsteady. But as I stand there, fighting the memories and the fear and the horrible nausea, I know that I have to get my shit together.


  I glance around once again, but more for show than to actually get my bearings. I know where I am. More than that, I know what I want. What I need.


  I’m practically vibrating with pent-up energy, and I need to burn it. Need to take control, be the one in charge.


  And I know exactly how to manage that.


  I turn off Hollywood Boulevard and head up Vine. In front of me, the cylindrical Capitol Records Building rises into the night sky, as if lighting my way. I’m not going that far, though. Instead, I’m heading for Avalon, an iconic Hollywood hotspot that’s been around in various incarnations since the twenties. Currently, it’s a popular dance club with excellent DJs and pretty fine techno music on Fridays. More importantly, it’s got a stellar dance floor and guaranteed crowds. I know, because this is where I used to come to lose myself in the days before Jackson.


  I still come to dance or cut loose when I’ve had a crappy day. Sometimes alone, sometimes with friends. But that’s all about the beat. Getting lost in the music.


  That’s not why I’m here now.


  Tonight, I’m broken. And I’m willing to fix myself the only way I know how.


  As usual, there’s a line, but it moves fast, and soon enough I’m through the doors, trading the traffic sounds and Hollywood lights for a raucous techno-beat and the violent pop of purple, white, and blue lights shifting and changing over a dance floor full of writhing, throbbing bodies. There, I think, and start to edge myself through the crowd.


  I scan faces as I go, searching for the right one. Because this isn’t about dancing. It’s about shaking off this entire fucking day. It’s about erasing my memories and my nightmares.


  Mostly, it’s about proving that I’m no longer some weak little girl to be intimidated and frightened.


  It’s more than that, too, and I damn well know it. This is about Jackson. About the way he blew me off. About the way he touched me. And about the goddamn devil’s bargain he tried to toss at me.


  A bargain that I know damn well I can’t take, because didn’t I run from him once already?


  I’m on the dance floor, hands in the air and my hips moving in time with the music when I see him. Not Jackson—not even close, really. But he’s tall and he’s dark and right then, that’s good enough. He’s standing by the stage, not dancing, but bouncing a little. He’s holding a highball glass with what looks like watered down whiskey, and every few moments, he takes a sip. I dance my way over to him, getting up close and personal with a few other candidates in the process, then pause in front of the one I picked.


  “You’re doing it all wrong,” I say.


  He cups his hand by his ear. “What?”


  I lean close so that my lips are almost brushing his temple. “I said, you’re doing it all wrong.”


  “Doing what?”


  I take the glass out of his hand and set it on a nearby speaker. “Dancing,” I say, as I grab both of his hands with my own. “I’ll show you how to do it right.”


  I lead him out onto the floor, not giving him a chance to protest. We slide in among other sweaty, pulsing couples. Touching, flirting, getting dangerously close and then pulling away. The mating dance of the young and single, and this man and I are going at it in full force. Building and building, hands to hands, hips to hips. And when I look at his face and see that he wants me, I know it’s time for step two.


  Breathing hard, I move in close and hook my arms around his neck. “So, what’s your name?”


  “Louis Dale. What’s yours?”


  I shake my head. “Nope, that’s not the way we play this game, Louis.”


  “What game?”


  But all I do is smile and give him my hand. “Do you have a car nearby?”


  “I—oh, yeah. Yeah, I sure do.”


  I let him lead me out of the club, then across the street to a pay-to-park lot. He stops in front of a sporty gray Lexus. “Nice ride,” I say, easing in so that his back is against the car. My palms are flat against his chest. “What else have you got for me that’s nice?”


  I press close, reveling in that rush of satisfaction when I feel him hard against me. I don’t want him—not really—but I do want this. The control. The power. The knowing that whatever I give or take tonight is because I’m giving or I’m taking. It’s been years since I’ve needed to feel that so tangibly, but dammit all to hell, I need it tonight.


  “I think we need a hotel, Louis, don’t you?”


  “Hell yes,” he says, then pushes me back and spins me around so that it is my back against the car and he’s crushed up against me. He’s breathing hard, leaning in for a kiss, but I only turn my head.


  “Not just yet,” I say, because I’m the one in control tonight. But then I gasp as Louis is ripped away from me, the look of shock on his face almost comic as he stumbles backward, then lands on his ass a good two yards away.


  “Not just yet?” Jackson growls. “Try not ever.” He grabs my hand and yanks me to him with such force that I fall against him. His arm goes immediately around my waist and despite my shock and anger—despite my embarrassment—I can’t help the wash of both relief and longing that crashes over me like a wave.


  But I don’t want to be relieved, and so I shove violently back from him, burying the depth of my discomfort under the force of my words. “What the hell? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  He ignores me, but aims his finger at Louis. “You. Get the fuck out of here.”


  Louis’s eyes dart sideways—not to me so much as to the car. Then he sort of crab-walks backward before stumbling to his feet and holding his hands up in supplication. “Hey, man, she—”


  “Go,” Jackson says.


  Louis obeys, racing across to the far side of the parking lot.


  As soon as he disappears into the shadows, Jackson grabs my arms. He yanks me toward him, so close we are breathing each other’s air. He is vibrating with fury, and for a moment I can’t tell if he wants to kiss me or hit me.


  He does neither.


  I see the struggle play out on his face, and then he slams me backward against Louis’s car. “What the fuck are you doing?” he demands. “You want danger? Try me, Sylvia, because you have no idea how dangerous I can be.” He tightens his grip on my arms. “Or maybe you want anonymous? Me again—because if you think you know me, princess, I promise you don’t.”


  “Jackson—”


  “No.” He releases one hand long enough to run his fingers through his hair, then pushes roughly back from me, breaking our connection completely. I press my hands against the side of the car, forcing myself to stay put, to stay still. Because goddamn me all to hell, in that moment I truly don’t know if I want to slap the shit out of him or wrap myself in his arms.


  “You really think you can come back after all this time and bat your lashes and have me fall backward over myself to help you out?”


  “It’s not like that. I—”


  “And for him—for Damien Fucking Stark? We’re done, princess,” he says, lifting a finger toward my face. “You told me to leave, sweetheart. And five years later you fall back into my life. And pretty goddamn dramatically, too.”


  I lick my lips. “It’s just business.”


  “The hell it is.” I hear the sharp edge of emotion in his voice, as dangerous as a well-honed blade. The fight is obvious on his face, as well, and I press back against the car, wishing I could disappear through the metal. He’s fire and fury, and I have no idea what he is going to do. All I know is that all that passion is directed toward me, and that no matter what happens, I won’t leave this parking lot unscathed.


  I see it in his eyes first—a quick flash of wildness before his hand lashes out and his palm slams hard against the Lexus. Then he pulls me close, and I don’t even have time to think before his mouth closes over mine.


  The kiss is violent. Wild and desperate. And when I gasp, he takes advantage, thrusting his tongue into my mouth as one hand holds my head and the other slides up my chest to cup my breast. He deepens the kiss, claiming me with such intensity that I know I would not be standing were it not for his hands upon me.


  The thin material of my dress does little to hide the heat of his hand, and even less to hide my arousal. My breast is heavy and with every stroke of his thumb against my painfully erect nipple, I want to beg him to just pull the damn dress down and let me feel skin on skin.


  He pinches my nipple even as he bites down on my lower lip, swallowing my cry of pain and longing. Then his hand slides lower and lower. He cups my sex, and I cannot help the whimper that escapes me. Jackson hears it, too, and breaks the kiss long enough to meet my eyes, his hot and hard.


  Then his mouth finds mine again, and goddamn me, I don’t even protest for show. I take him, welcome him. I revel in the taste of him even as his hand urges my skirt up. Even as he finds my sex, hot and wet and throbbing with need.


  There is no romance. There’s no tenderness. He roughly shoves my lace panties to the side, exposing my flesh to his fingers. He thrusts his fingers inside me, and I moan as my body clenches tight around him, wanting him deeper, wanting more. Wanting to get lost in this moment and cling hard to everything I am feeling, but know that I cannot have.


  His fingers are slick when he teases my clit, playing and stroking, teasing me to the edge and back. My body is alive with electricity, sparks dancing over me, my lips tingling, my nipples hard and tight and so painfully aroused. I want his touch, I want him inside me.


  I simply want.


  “Now,” he growls, making me forget both fear and reality. “Dammit, Sylvia, you come for me now.”


  I do. And when I shatter in his arms—when I spin out and explode into the light-splattered night—I can only wish that I could stay like this, lost in pleasure with this man. But I know better than to believe in wishes, and when reason returns to me, I lean back, once again relying on the car and not Jackson to keep me steady.


  His eyes stay on me for an instant longer, but I cannot read his expression. Then he takes a single step back. “Goddamn you, Sylvia,” he whispers, holding his hands up as if in shock. “Goddamn you all to hell.”


  I tremble, lost and light-headed and confused. “I—I thought you said we were done.”


  “We may be done, but we’re not over. We’re a hell of a long way from over.” His tone is still harsh, but beneath it, I hear something more. Regret? Resignation?


  I don’t know, but whatever it is rips through my heart, leaving it ragged.


  He drags his fingers through his hair, then exhales. He looks me up and down. He says nothing about what just happened. Nothing about our past. Nothing about the present. His expression is harsh and hard and unreadable.


  But his eyes …


  His eyes don’t lie, and the tenderness I see there comes close to destroying me. Because tenderness from Jackson is something I can’t handle.


  “Come on,” he says, then surprises me by taking my arm.


  “Where are we going?”


  “Unless you want to make poor Louis walk home, we should probably get away from his car. I imagine he’s hiding around here somewhere.”


  “Right. Of course.” I take a deep breath and force my thoughts back in the right direction. This isn’t about me. This isn’t about Jackson. And it’s not about us, because there is no us.


  It’s about the resort, and I’d do well to remember that. “There’s gotta be a coffee shop open back on the boulevard,” I say. “Let’s have some coffee and dessert and we can talk about the project.”


  “I already gave you my terms, princess.”


  I don’t bother to answer. I tell myself he can’t be serious. He’s too accomplished a businessman and this is too plum a project. And once his temper cools down we can move on to serious discussion.


  From his expression, however, I think that the resort is the farthest thing from his mind. Still, he starts heading toward Hollywood Boulevard, and I consider that a victory.


  But we don’t make it that far. Instead, he shifts right past the nightclub and leads me to the door of the Redbury Hotel, a luxury boutique hotel that Cass has raved about a few times.


  “No way,” I say, but I remember the way his fingers felt inside me just moments ago, and I have to forcibly plant my feet outside the main entrance. “No fucking way.”


  He turns around and I expect to see either frustration or irritation on his face. Instead, I watch him melt a little. “No,” he says simply, almost gently.


  Then he leans in and kisses me, this time so softly and gently that I think I will melt. “I’m not the man you think I am.”


  “You are,” I say. And that is the heart of the problem.


  He hesitates only a moment, and then continues through the doors. I consider protesting more, but I’m both confused and exhausted. I have no more fight left in me. And so I will stay beside him and see where this is going.


  “Jackson Steele,” he says to the clerk. “Is Jennifer working tonight?”


  “Of course, Mr. Steele. One moment.” A short while later, a stunning woman in a pencil skirt joins us in the lobby. She has a name tag pinned to her jacket lapel—Jennifer Trane, Night Manager.


  “Jackson,” she says, shaking his hand in a manner that I’m certain would have been a very deep kiss were she not on the clock. “I didn’t realize you were checked in.”


  “I’m not. I finally bit the bullet and got my own place. But my friend needs a place for the night. Could you see about getting her a room? Sylvia Brooks,” he says. “But I’ll take care of the charges.”


  “The hell you will,” I say.


  “We’ll get her settled,” Jennifer Trane the night manager says, as if I hadn’t spoken at all. If there is any jealousy lurking there, it is well hidden. Even so, I can’t help but wonder how they know each other. And as I wonder, I want to swiftly kick myself in the ass. Because I really don’t need to be going there.


  “All set,” the night clerk says, then passes Jennifer a small envelope with my card key. “Right this way, Ms. Brooks,” Jennifer says, and I start to walk after her. For one moment, I consider simply bolting and getting a taxi. But my Santa Monica condo suddenly seems very far away, and the thought of a soft bed nearby is incredibly enticing.


  I turn back, expecting to see Jackson behind me. Instead, he is still standing in the lobby. “Goodbye, Sylvia,” he says. And for the second time that night, Jackson Steele walks away.
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  Sylvia …


  Sylvia …


  Sylvia!


  I sit bolt upright, breathing hard. I’m in a strange, dark room, and something is buzzing repeatedly, sounding to my tormented mind like my name being called over and over and over again.


  But it’s not my name. It’s my phone. And as I scramble to find it, reality returns.


  I’m in a hotel room. I’m by myself.


  And Jackson is standing firm on his ultimatum about the resort.


  Well, hell.


  As for the rest of it—the memories, the zoning out, the way he touched me—I really don’t want to go there.


  But even though I tell myself that, I can’t help the jolt of disappointment when I finally squint at my now-silent phone and see that the call wasn’t from Jackson.


  Damn.


  I sit up, stretching as I play the voice mail from Cass.


  “Hey, girl, I tried to find you last night, and then someone said they saw you leaving with Jackson right behind you. So I hope that Jackson said yes to the resort and you’re home sleeping the sleep of victory. Or he said no, and you’re home sleeping the sleep of defeat. Either way, I hope you didn’t do something stupid. Zee and I are about to crash for a few hours, but if you get this right away, then call me. It’s, um, not quite eight. And if I don’t hear from you by ten, I’m going to be supremely pissed. No excuses, Syl. Call me.”


  The phone goes dead.


  Well, I think. All right then.


  I hesitate, because I’m not entirely sure I want to talk. But this is Cass and she loves me and even though she didn’t outright say it, I also know that she’s worried. So I bite the bullet and call.


  “You bitch,” she says without preamble. “You didn’t even text me. Where were you? Were you with Jackson?”


  “I’m sorry. I just didn’t think. And no. I mean, yes. I mean, later. I was with Jackson later.”


  “So you’re home now?”


  I glance around the hotel and frown. “I’m at the Redbury.”


  The pause is so long that I pull my phone away from my ear so that I can make sure we haven’t been disconnected.


  “Did you fuck him?”


  “No!” My tone is full of righteous indignation, which, considering Jackson had his fingers in my panties, is a little bit disingenuous. “I wasn’t even with him most of the time. I—oh, shit, Cass. I went to Avalon.”


  “Fuck me sideways, Syl. Seriously?”


  Now the worry is plain in her voice, and it’s clear that she understood my meaning—I didn’t go there just to dance.


  I rush to reassure her. “It’s okay. I’m okay.”


  “Am I giving you another tattoo?” Her words are controlled and evenly spaced. Not anger, I think. But fear.


  “No,” I say, grateful that Jackson showed up when he did. “Almost,” I admit. “But no.”


  “I’m on my way,” she says.


  “No, Cass, really. I’m fine. I’m going to get cleaned up and get to the office. See if I can find another architect who will make the investors happy.” I say it lightly, even though I know there’s no way in hell.


  “You’re sure? You don’t have a car, and I’m not that far away.”


  “I’m sure,” I say. “And you don’t want to leave Zee, and she doesn’t want to spend the morning with me. Seriously, it’s all good.”


  “Okay. Listen, Zee lives in Silver Lake, and my cell signal is for shit here, so if you call and I don’t answer, leave a message and I’ll call you back from her landline.”


  “I won’t. I’m fine. Quit playing Mommy.”


  “I’m worried about you.”


  “Don’t be,” I say gently. “It’s all good.”


  I can practically see her dissatisfied expression. “Fine. Tonight, then. I’ve got a one o’clock that should take a couple of hours, but after that I’m free. Meet me at the shop at three?”


  And because we both need reassurance that I’m all right, I nod. “Yeah,” I say into the phone. “We can grab a late lunch.”


  “Forget the late lunch. I’m going to want an early drink.”


  I laugh, and we end the call.


  I briefly consider whether I should go back to sleep for a few hours or just grab a taxi and get out of here. After I hit the bathroom, though, I decide to compromise on a shower. Because this bathroom is truly fab. With black tiled walls, ultra-modern fixtures, and a walk-in rain shower.


  I turn the water on and wait for the temperature to adjust, standing naked in front of the mirror as I do.


  Am I giving you another tattoo?


  Cass’s words seem to echo in the small room, and I slide my hand down until my fingers brush the lock that Cass inked just above my line of pubic hair. The first of so many. The mirror isn’t a full-length style, but if I stand back far enough I can see most of myself. And the truth is, I don’t need to see anyway. I know where they all are. Every souvenir. Every mark. Every pain, and every memory.


  I turn my leg out, revealing the curving red ribbon inked onto the soft skin between my torso and left thigh, the ribbon curling from my pubis to my hip. And on it, the ornately scripted initials, TS, KC, DW. Small and intricately designed, like the text of a medieval manuscript, so that the letters appear to be little more than a random design. Of course, they are anything but.


  I remember that night with Jackson—one night that held all the force and emotion of a lifetime. He’d traced his finger on the ribbon, and asked what it meant. I’d told him that it meant nothing, but that was a lie. The initials mean everything. They are a mark of both shame and power. A reminder of who I was, and who I will never be again.


  They represent men like Louis. Men I’d gone after in those years before Jackson. Men I’d taken to bed so that I could use instead of being used.


  I drag my teeth over my lower lip, silently thanking Jackson for stopping me last night. Preventing me from going so far that I would have no choice but to add LD—Louis Dale—to my collection.


  I haven’t done that—trapped a guy in my sights and gone after him like that—since before Atlanta. But last night, I’d craved that release, that control. This morning, I would only have regretted it.


  I shift sideways so that I can glimpse my back. From this angle I can tell only that something has been inked in red between the two dimples above each of my ass cheeks. But that’s okay, I know the tat. Even though I have never seen it except in reflection, I know the line and the curves. An ornate J intertwined with an S, like a fancy monogram.


  Jackson’s initials—and they are marking me.


  I sigh and reach back, pressing my palm flat over the tat. I’d gone to Cass the day I returned from Atlanta. I didn’t explain, didn’t say a word. It was at least a month before I told her anything about Jackson and me. But I’d needed the ink right away. I’d needed the pain that marked the memory. And I’d needed a piece of him to be with me always.


  There are other tats. On my breasts, between my shoulder blades, marking my hips. A silent path winding through the pain in my life. All discreet, so that no corporate skirt and blouse would ever reveal my secrets. But all there when I need them.


  Right now, I tell myself, I don’t need them. I’m doing fine. I have a career in which I’m advancing, good friends, a great boss. I’m moving forward in my life; I no longer have to stand naked before a mirror and trace the path of my triumphs and tragedies to give me strength.


  And for years, I’ve felt strong and capable and in control.


  But now the world is getting gray around the edges again, and the control I’ve always clutched so desperately is slipping away as if I’m holding tight with buttered fingers.


  Fingers of panic are creeping back in through the cracks in my veneer, and I know why. Because instead of conquering them, I hid from them. I ran as fast as I could from Jackson, and then curled up into a little ball, living an anesthetized life.


  But he’s back now, and I’m tingling all over, just like a numb limb coming back to life, and I honestly don’t know if I can handle this.


  No, that’s not true. I know that I can’t handle it. I know, because I couldn’t handle it the first time.


  Somehow, I need to get Jackson Steele out of my head.


  Except, dear god, I want him.


  There, I’ve said it, even if only in my head. I want him.


  Time and distance haven’t lessened the desire any more than hurt and anger have.


  I want his touch. I want his hands. I want everything he has to offer.


  But god help me, I don’t want to lose it again. I don’t want to be so overwhelmed that control is ripped away from me. I don’t want to be scared of my own reaction.


  I can’t handle that sensation of being lost outside myself—as if someone else is feeling things. Doing things.


  And I sure as hell can’t handle the nightmares that come with it. Nightmares that I’ve mostly left behind—and that I do not want coming back. Not now. Not ever.


  Even more, I don’t want to be used.


  I don’t want to be chattel.


  Just the thought of it makes me panic, and I have to close my eyes and hug myself and breathe in slowly and steadily.


  Hell, maybe I should be grateful he tossed me that ultimatum. Because I was an idiot to think that I could work with him, even if that was the only way to save the resort.


  No. I can’t give up. Not yet. Not until I’ve tried everything.


  Which means that my plan is to dig into the extensive array of files that the company has on every building project around the world.


  And even though I already know that every potential replacement is fully booked for years, I also know I have to try.


  There’s a red line station at Hollywood and Vine, and since the red line lets off just a block from Stark Tower, I decide that the best plan is to wear my cocktail dress to the office, change into the spare outfit I keep there, and get busy.


  I skip the shower, dress quickly, then hurry to the station. Most of the outside is a matte gray metal, but the interior glows with yellow light from the dozens of golden and yellow-green glass tiles that line the interior, providing illumination as the escalator and stairs reach down into the actual station.


  I don’t have my pass, but I do have a credit card, so I grab a ticket and hurry to reach the train that’s just pulling into the station. I’m lost in a crowd of tourists, and I let the mass push me along. It’s standing room only, but when we reach the stop at Western, a guy in a business suit gets off. I collapse gratefully into his vacant seat, and as I do, I see a familiar face in the crowd.


  Jackson?


  I blink, and when I look again, he is gone.


  I know it must have been an illusion. Someone with his eyes, his hair. But it doesn’t matter. I still feel sad and more than a little lost.


  Mourning, I think. And it’s true. I’m mourning my career and the resort, which will never have the chance to be. But mostly I’m mourning the promise of Jackson that died five years ago. A promise that I soundly and painfully killed when I told Jackson to leave.


  I’d awakened in a cold sweat, the sheets soaked through, memories of Jackson’s face merging with Bob’s still filling my mind.


  Beside me, Jackson slept, and I rolled out of the bed, fighting nausea as I stayed on my hands and knees on the floor just breathing in and out until I was certain that I wouldn’t throw up.


  Didn’t work. I clapped my hand over my mouth and ran for the bathroom, making it just in time. Then I turned on the shower, made the water just shy of scalding, and got in the tub.


  I didn’t stand. Just sat there with my knees up to my chest and my head down so that the water sluiced over me. And even as the steam rose around me, I shivered.


  This was a mistake. I’d been so overwhelmed by the man that I’d forgotten what that would do to me. I’d ignored the warnings. The little sparks of panic and fear.


  I’d thought that I’d actually kept some control. But that wasn’t true at all.


  I’d surrendered completely. Mind. Body. I’d responded to every touch, yielded to every whim.


  There’d been pleasure—oh, god, yes, there’d been pleasure—but it was tainted by his demands. And, more, by my reaction to him. By the fact that whatever control I’d thought I still clung to was nothing more than an illusion, because all he had to do was tell me to spread my legs and I did so eagerly. Shamelessly.


  I asked only one thing of myself, and all it took was this one dangerous man to shatter everything.


  Jackson had come into my life like a storm, fast and wild and unexpected, and I’d been so overwhelmed by his power and intensity that I forgot to consider just how dangerous he was for me. For years, I’d worked so hard to keep such a tight rein on control. To fight back all the demons that Bob had planted inside me. And I had. I’d found a way. Maybe it wasn’t perfect, but it worked for me. Or it had until tonight.


  Tonight, Jackson had swept all of that away. And now there I was, battered and broken.


  I didn’t know what to do. All I knew was that I wanted to run, but I feared that if I did, Jackson would follow.


  The thought made my heart twist, but whether with longing or fear, I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that I had to end it now. While it was new. While it would be easy.


  Except it wouldn’t be easy.


  On the contrary, it would be the hardest thing ever.


  The only thing harder would be to stay with him.


  And though part of me begged to do just that, the rest of me knew that I wasn’t that strong, and if I wanted to survive, I had to end it.


  Even if ending it ripped both of us to pieces.


  When the train pulls into the Civic Center station, I blink the memories away, then follow the crowd to the street, then walk down the sidewalk to Stark Tower. Joe is working the security desk, and his brows lift when he sees me. “Are you all right, Ms. Brooks?” he asks as he rises, and I realize that in my wrinkled cocktail dress and smeared makeup I must look like I’m doing the walk of shame. And I guess I sort of am.


  I hold up a hand to forestall him before he gets too worked up or worried. “I’m fine, really. It’s been one of those days to the nth degree. But everything is okay. I just need to get to my locker.”


  He doesn’t look entirely convinced, but waves me through to the elevator banks.


  “Clear me for the gym, please,” I ask, referring to the private fitness facility on the twentieth floor. “I have a spare access key in my locker, so I’ll be good to go after that.”


  The gym is rarely busy on Saturdays—when folks come in on weekends, it’s usually to work, not to work out—so I’m able to get to the women’s locker room without being noticed. As with everything Stark, the place is completely decked out, rivaling the most high end of Los Angeles fitness centers. I take a shower, put on the spare skirt and blouse I keep for wardrobe emergencies, along with the matching pumps, then take some time with my makeup. I doubt Damien is on-site—he tends to work weekends from his Malibu house these days—but if I do see my boss, I want to look professional and in control.


  With any luck, my research will only take a few hours. Then I can call the house, arrange to meet with Damien there this evening or, worst case, schedule an in-office appointment for first thing in the morning.


  Either way, time is running out, and I can only pray that luck is on my side.


  I take the elevator to the penthouse, which houses Damien’s private office on one side and his residential apartment on the other.


  The elevator opens to the office side. I see Rachel at my desk, her head bent as Damien’s voice filters through the intercom. “Try her at home.”


  “I did,” Rachel says. “I got her voice mail there, too. I’m guessing she’s out and the battery on her phone is dead, but I’m sure she’ll check her messages once she realizes—Oh! She’s here!” Rachel looks up and then sags in obvious relief. “I’ll send her right in.”


  She disconnects the intercom as I approach, then shoves a folded newspaper section at me. “Look at it later,” she says, “but you look fabulous.”


  “What’s going on?”


  “He’s in there with Aiden. Go!”


  “With Aiden?” As the VP of Stark Real Estate Development, he’s my immediate supervisor on this project, and the fact that he’s in with Damien—and that they are both looking for me—knocks me sideways. “What happened?” I’m certain she’ll know. Being at this desk means being aware of pretty much everything.


  “Aiden got a call from one of the island’s investors.”


  “Aiden did? Who? When?”


  “I don’t know. He called Damien and they met up here. Damien’s been here for about half an hour and Aiden was right behind him.”


  “Shit.” I glance at my phone. Sure enough, it’s dead. I shove it at her. “Charge, please.”


  “On it,” she says, then thrusts her arm out toward the door again. “Go,” she adds frantically.


  I go.


  “Good, you’re here,” Damien says without preamble. He stands by his wall of windows, looking out at the spread of downtown. Aiden is on the small couch in the sitting area and he acknowledges me with a nod. Originally from London, he moved with his family when he was a teen. I confess I love the way he talks, very East Coast with just a hint of British accent.


  Despite his years in the States, he’s got that upper crust Brit thing going for him. Bearing, class, the whole nine yards. Someone told me that he’s number one hundred and something in line for the throne. Looking at him, I believe it, though I doubt he’s holding his breath.


  Now, he pours me a glass of water, then sets it on the table across from him. I take the chair closest to the water, then sip it gratefully. “Rachel told me the bare bones,” I say. “What happened?”


  “Dallas Sykes called me at home,” Aiden says, referring to the CEO of one of the country’s largest department store chains. “He was rather discombobulated.”


  I raise a brow at his choice of word. Dallas Sykes is gossip rag material—a sexy bad boy who inherited his position and spends most of his time bouncing from woman to woman. Somehow, “discombobulated” doesn’t fit. And I can’t imagine what could have happened to bother him anyway. I say nothing, though. I’m certain either Aiden or Damien will elaborate.


  I’m proven right when Damien turns from the window to face us both. “Apparently a reporter called Dallas just after dawn this morning. Word is out the project is dead.”


  “What?”


  Damien meets my eyes, but doesn’t pause. “The reporter knew that Glau quit—which can be attributed to Glau’s own people—but he also heard that our first potential alternative said a big fuck you to working for Stark International.”


  I feel a sharp pain in my chest, as if someone has thrust in a knife. “That’s—” I start to say ridiculous, but it really isn’t. Jackson pretty much had said that. And he’d given me only one way around it—a way I have no intention of taking.


  “I don’t know where the reporter could be getting his information,” I say. “Steele hasn’t said yes, but he also hasn’t said no.” I fidget with the newspaper in my lap. “And if this spreads to the rest of the investors …”


  I stand, tossing the newspaper onto the coffee table as I do. It lands open to a picture taken at the gala. I’m standing close to Jackson, who has his arm around the exceptional brunette. Seeing them twists something up inside of me, and I bite back a curse.


  “Dammit, I handled this whole thing badly,” I say. “Not only did I not manage to lock Steele in last night, but I somehow managed to create a leak.” I look from one man to the other. “I’m sorry.”


  The truth is, I don’t actually know where I went wrong, but this project is my responsibility, and if something got fucked up, then I’m the one shouldering the responsibility.


  “Did you tell anyone that Steele was our go-to alternative for Glau?” Stark asks.


  “Cass and Wyatt,” I say. “But they have no vested interest.”


  “And Steele?” Aiden asks.


  “Well, of course. But considering I was approaching him, that would have been self-evident anyway.”


  One brow quirks up in a way I consider very British, and he glances toward Damien. “Wouldn’t surprise me,” he says.


  I turn my attention from one to the other. “Wait a minute. You’re suggesting that Jackson Steele leaked this to a reporter? Why on earth would he do that?”


  “I did some digging after he so emphatically turned down my offer to sign on to the Bahamas project,” Damien says. “Turns out that where I’ve had a few deals flourish, he’s had a few go sour.” He meets my eyes. “I knew the odds of getting him on board were slim. It didn’t occur to me he’d set the rumor mill buzzing.”


  “I can’t believe it.” I’m not sure if I’m angry or flabbergasted.


  I start to tell the men that I absolutely don’t believe that Jackson would do such a thing, but then remember what Jackson said about revenge. If he’s going to mess with me, might as well go all out.


  “You gave it your best shot,” Aiden adds, even as my temper is spiking. “And the work you did was first-rate. Get Damien to cut you loose and I’ll give you an office on twenty-seven whenever you want it.”


  I manage a smile. Stark Real Estate Development takes up the entire twenty-seventh floor, with thirty-three satellite offices around the globe. But this isn’t about the job, it’s about the project.


  A project that Jackson Steele has ripped right out of my hands.


  Shit.


  I look straight at Damien. “It’s really over, isn’t it?”


  “Unless by some miracle Steele says yes, then yeah, I’m afraid it is.” He shifts his attention to Aiden. “We already have the conference call scheduled for Monday, so have the PR department respond with no comment until then. After the call we’ll release a statement. Syl,” he continues, “get me a draft by morning.”


  “I’ll get on that now,” I say, grateful for a reason to leave. Right now, all I want to do is get out of that room.


  I excuse myself and am stepping out when Damien’s intercom buzzes. Since the door is partially open, I hear Rachel’s voice in stereo. “Mr. Stark, there’s a Jackson Steele here to see you.”


  I freeze. Just freeze right there in the doorway, with my arm thrust out in front of me. Then he’s there, taking hold of the door and pulling it open all the way, so I have to either unfreeze or topple over.


  I manage to get my act together and stumble back into the room.


  “Ms. Brooks.” He takes my hand, but whether it’s in greeting or to steady me, I’m not sure.


  After a moment, he releases me, then strides confidently toward Damien. “Mr. Stark,” he says as they shake hands. “How nice to see you again. I’m sorry to come without an appointment, but I wanted to tell you personally how excited I am to be a part of The Resort at Cortez.”
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  The rest of the meeting is blurred by my fury, though I manage to keep it in check until Jackson and I leave Damien’s office so that he and Aiden can personally call Sykes and the rest of the investors in order to both dispel the rumors and announce Jackson’s participation.


  I manage to stay silent until I’ve led him into the single small conference room on this floor. “What the hell?” I snap as soon as the door snicks shut behind me. “What in the goddamn hell did you just do?”


  I surge past to the control panel on the nearby credenza and hit the button to close the electronic blinds. I fully intend to scream and rage, and I damn sure don’t want an audience when I do it.


  Jackson, damn him, is brutally calm. “I’m just making sure that everyone has all the relevant information.”


  “What does that even mean?”


  He moves to the window and stands beside it, so that downtown Los Angeles is spread out behind him. I’m reminded of the image from the premier—Jackson on the girder in jeans and a hardhat, all power and control, force and motion.


  Today, he wears a finely tailored suit, and looks crisp and put together.


  Or mostly put together.


  Because it is impossible not to notice the wound on his cheek. It’s covered by an adhesive butterfly bandage, but the cut and the bruising are still somewhat exposed. And when I glance down, I see that his knuckles are raw as well.


  Those injuries weren’t there last night, and as I stand there, I’m absolutely certain that I am the reason for them.


  I’m not entirely sure how that makes me feel.


  He may be injured, but nothing about this man looks like a victim.


  On the contrary, he’s a man used to getting what he wants—and right now, I know that’s exactly what he’s doing.


  “Stark’s a powerful man,” he says, then turns from the window to face me. “I don’t want him thinking ill of me because he believes I turned down his project.”


  “That’s a load of crap,” I retort. “You turned down the Bahamas resort without even blinking.”


  He simply shrugs. “Maybe I was overbooked. Maybe the terms were unacceptable.”


  “Or maybe you told Stark you didn’t want to work on a Stark International project. That he casts too long a shadow.”


  “True,” he says. “But don’t you think it’s reasonable that now I want to show Mr. Stark that I spoke too hastily? Because the truth is that I cast a long shadow, too, and if I do this, it will ultimately be known as a Jackson Steele project.” He meets my eyes, his expression flat, but the corner of his mouth curves up just enough so that his amusement is plain. “Don’t you agree?”


  Since he has just tossed my words back in my face, I can hardly disagree.


  “I’m ready, willing, and able to perform,” Jackson says. “Stark needed to know that. The only question is whether the specific terms of the deal are acceptable, and I believe that’s what Stark told you to work out with me.”


  It’s true. Damien had originally left it to me to put together the deal points with Glau, and now I’m supposed to do the same with Steele.


  How uncanny that I already know what our sticking point will be. Me.


  His smile is wide and smug. “If it turns out that we can’t come to terms, then you can relay that to him. But at least I’ll leave here knowing that Damien Stark is aware that I was, at least for a time, ready to work on his resort. Enthusiastic, even,” he adds as he looks me up and down.


  I feel a rush of sensual pleasure that, God help me, I do not want to feel. I don’t want to surrender. All I want to do is run.


  I force myself to stand taller. Straighter. To speak cleanly and crisply despite my frayed nerves. And, yes, despite my own damnable desire. “Why are you doing this?”


  “You know why,” he says as he strides to me. I hold my ground, resisting the urge to move backward and clutch the credenza behind me. “Because I want you, Sylvia.”


  He reaches out, then traces his fingertip along my collarbone as I stand stock-still, trying very hard not to shiver from the thrill of his touch.


  “I want you naked,” he whispers in a voice as tempting as sin. “I want you exposed. I want you open to me. And I think,” he adds in the kind of voice that will broach no argument, “that you want me, too.”


  I exhale slowly and force myself to look at him. “Goddamn you, Jackson Steele.”


  “I once told you that I’m a man who goes after what he wants, and that’s still true. But here’s a question for you, Sylvia. Are you a woman who does the same? You say you want this project, this resort. Prove it. It’s here for the taking. Right now, the only obstacle is you.”


  I say nothing, because if I speak, I’m afraid of what I’ll say.


  His eyes, like blue fire, meet mine. “Tonight. Eight o’clock. Be ready for me.”


  I pull open the glass door to Totally Tattoo and am immediately accosted by both loud colors and equally loud music.


  “Sylvia!” Joy high-fives me as I step up to the glass case that doubles as a cash register stand and a display for the shop’s various rings and bars. Cass doesn’t do piercings herself, but she hired Joy just shy of a year ago, and the arrangement has worked out well for both of them. “When are you getting your tongue pierced, girlfriend?” she asks, just as she does every time I come in.


  “This side of never,” I reply, just as I always do.


  In theory, I have nothing against tongue piercings. In practice, I lean far too much toward the wimp side of things.


  “You are seriously early, but I’m just about done!” Cass calls from the back.


  Joy cocks her head as she looks at me. “Cass is just about done. She says you can go on back.”


  “You can come on back!” Cass’s voice rings out from her table near the back of the shop.


  I exchange a grin with Joy and head back.


  Cass is standing now, pulling off latex gloves as her client—a tall, bald man with arms the size of most men’s calves—stands shirtless, admiring the huge colored dragon she’s inked on his back.


  “Looks great,” I say.


  “Fucking awesome,” the guy agrees.


  “Looks great so far,” Cass corrects. “See you in two weeks, Gar, and you’ll really see that bird pop.”


  “You got it, Cass,” he says, then pulls on a T-shirt with a logo that I don’t recognize, but assume is either a heavy metal band or a motorcycle.


  “He’s a sweetheart,” Cass says, as soon as the guy’s out the door. “Wants the tat done before he gets married in January. Guess they’re going to Cozumel for the honeymoon and he wants to rock the look if he’s going to be shirtless ninety percent of the time.”


  As she talks, she cleans up her station, and I hop onto the table and get comfortable watching her.


  “Just give me ten to get everything put away and then we can head out. I don’t have any more appointments today, and Tamra’s here in case we get a walk-in.”


  I glance around, looking for the elusive Tamra. “Is she folded up under one of the stations?” I ask, which isn’t entirely unreasonable. Tamra’s the most petite woman I’ve ever seen, short, lean, and perfectly proportioned.


  “Funny. No, she’s in the back. At any rate,” she continues, her voice rising in a way that signals she’s excusing my idiotic interruption but may not be so gracious about another one, “I’m thinking late lunch with alcohol, then shopping with loose inhibitions.”


  “And alcohol is the only way to loosen your checkbook?”


  “Absolutely. And I have to shop because I need a Halloween costume.”


  “Seriously?” In all the years I’ve known her, Cass has worn the same costume. A floral print skirt, a solid pink T-shirt, and three-inch high pink stilettos. Her straight girl costume.


  “Zee’s throwing a party,” she says. “I need to trot out something new.”


  I cock my head. “Falling for someone who doesn’t share your sense of humor?”


  “Just being careful,” she says, a little sheepishly. “I like her, okay?”


  I nod. What little I’d seen of her, I’d liked, too. But Cass is a little wild, a little weird, and a whole lot out there. She pulls off feminine, grunge, sporty, and elegant with equal aplomb, and she has about as much politics attached to her sexuality as she has wheatgrass in her kitchen. Which would be exactly none.


  If she’s afraid that the straight girl costume won’t go over with Zee, then my ears are pricking.


  “Chill, Mom,” she says. “I just want a change. New girl. New costume. It’s not a big conspiracy.”


  “Fine,” I say. “Then I wish you awesome shopping.”


  “You like her, right?”


  Once again, I eye Cass sideways, because she is not the insecure type who needs reassurance about who shares her bed. Which means she’s either really into this girl, or entirely unsure.


  Since that makes me unsure, I go for the casual, supportive best friend vibe. “I do like her,” I say, and since that’s true, the words come easily. “What does she do, anyway?”


  “Co-owns a restaurant. How cool is that, right? I mean, I love food.”


  I glance at her workspace, where she habitually keeps two jars full of snacks. One full of Jelly Bellies and the other of Tootsie Rolls. Her non-snack choices aren’t much different. “So you’re saying her restaurant serves frozen bagels and Cap’n Crunch?”


  Cass shoots me a frown as she takes stock of her area, searching for anything she forgot to store or clean. “Cap’n Crunch is a core member of one of the basic food groups.”


  “Of course it is,” I agree. “Just like wine is a member of the fruit group.”


  “Yes. Exactly.”


  “So, if she owns a restaurant, you should ask her about the franchise thing.” Cass wants to expand Totally Tattoo throughout California, and maybe into a few other states, too. She’s leaning toward franchising, and I told her I’d get one of the attorneys at Bender, Twain & McGuire, Stark’s primary law firm, to sit down with her and go over her options.


  Cass looks up from the counter she’s tidying. “That’s a really good idea. Except I don’t think it’s franchised.”


  “Can’t hurt to ask,” I say. “There’s no such thing as too much information. Besides, if you talk to her about it at her restaurant, you might actually get a free meal.” I grin to show I’m teasing. Mostly.


  “Oh, hell. Now you’re just making me hungry. Let’s blow this Popsicle stand.”


  “Yeah, about that—”


  I cut myself off with a grimace, and she stops cold, hands on her hips. “Okay. Spill.”


  “The thing is, I kind of need a tattoo.”


  “You bitch. You told me you didn’t sleep with him.”


  “I didn’t. I swear. This one’s not about sex. It’s about—” I cut myself off, then suck in a deep breath. “Okay, so here’s what happened.” I give her the rundown, and watch as her eyes get wider and wider.


  “That fucking prick.”


  “I’ve already called him that,” I admit. “And a few other choice names.” I pull my feet up on the table and hug my knees to my chest. “He’s trapped me, and he’s using me, Cass. He’s using me, and I want you to put a fucking chain on me, because I’m letting him, which is something I swore I’d never let happen to me again. But here I am, caving to him, because I can’t let the resort go.”


  I squeeze my eyes shut, willing myself to cry. Wanting to cry.


  And not being able to manage even one fucking tear.


  Not even that, I think. Even that one small thing—the release of tears—and I can’t manage it.


  “He’s locked me up tight,” I say, opening my eyes and meeting hers. “A chain. I want a chain.”


  “No.” Her face is as fierce as her voice. “No, don’t you dare look at it that way. You could let it go. But the resort means a lot to you. And so you’re using him. You,” she repeats, pressing her fingertip against my shoulder. “You are using him. Using him to get what you want.”


  “The resort,” I say. “I want the resort. And I’m taking steps.”


  “Fuck yeah, you are. Just like you took the idea to Stark in the first place. You’re doing what you need to do to get the job done. Your job.”


  “Yeah,” I say, liking the way she thinks. “But my job is going to keep me pretty much attached to Jackson’s hip. Tonight,” I say. “And then tomorrow, too.”


  Her brows lift. “Expecting an all-nighter, are you?”


  I lick my lips. “Considering Jackson’s terms, don’t you think I should be?”


  She winces. “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay. And that wasn’t what I meant anyway.” I pause for dramatic effect. “We’re having after-lunch cocktails with Nikki and Damien tomorrow afternoon. At their house. In Malibu.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Nikki called as I was driving over. She’d already asked Jackson. Just casual food and drinks, she said. A welcome to the project thing. And it’s exactly what I should have expected, because that’s the nature of this job. I’m the project manager and our schedule is tight. We’re going to be working together pretty intimately.” I exhale, because the truth is that when I factor in Jackson’s ultimatum, there aren’t going to be many moments between now and the completion of the project when I’m not right there at Jackson’s side.


  “Attached at the hip,” I repeat. “So I really want that chain.”


  “No way, Syl.”


  “Dammit, Cass,” I begin, because she knows me. She knows I need this.


  But before I can get on a roll, she holds up a hand. “You need to own it, babe. Like I said, you’re the one using him. Your resort. Your project. So I won’t give you a chain. But I will give you a flame.”


  “A flame?”


  The smile that blooms on her face is just a little bit crooked. “Out of the frying pan, babe,” she says.


  I laugh. I can’t help it. “And into the fire?”


  “Abso-fucking-lutely.”


  I draw in a breath, then nod. “Yeah,” I say. “I think I can live with that.”
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  In the end, Cass and I blow off both the drinks and the shopping. I can only mix so much Jackson and alcohol and still feel safe. And although I could use a costume to hide behind, right now, I figure I can always rely on the tiny but brilliant flame that now flickers at the side of my left breast.


  So when Zee called Cass and invited her over to spend the evening watching television on the couch, I didn’t mind the parting.


  Now, it’s not even six and I’m already home, and as I ride the elevator up to my third-floor condo, I’m glad of the extra time. Jackson said he’d arrive by eight. That gives me two hours to chill. And to maybe, hopefully, find some peace with my decision.


  I tap my code onto the keypad, hear the familiar whirr of the locks, and then push the door open. Despite the mountains of moving boxes that mar the landscape of my living room, my mood immediately shifts for the better. The condo is tiny but it’s all mine. Well, mine and the bank’s.


  Damien had given me a bonus along with the project manager position, and I’d taken the leap and dived head-first into the wonderful and wacky world of home ownership. Now I own seven hundred square feet above retail space on Santa Monica’s Third Street Promenade. And while the access to shopping is definitely a perk¸ the best part is the view.


  The entire back wall works like a garage door. Down, it is a wall of glass panels that provide a view. Rolled up, it provides more living space by opening onto a balcony that looks out over the streets and the ocean beyond. And, of course, a really great breeze.


  I press the button beside the front door and grin like an idiot as the mechanism kicks into gear and my back wall begins to roll up.


  After that, though, I just stand there, a little at loose ends.


  Jackson.


  He’s going to be here in only two short hours. And, yes, I may be armed with my plan to use him before he can use me—to treat him just like one of the guys whose initials now mark my body—but that doesn’t change the fact that in the end, he’ll have his hands on me. His mouth on me.


  And oh, dear God, his cock inside me.


  And the sick, horrible truth?


  Despite the fact that he’s forced my hand and tricked his way into my bed, I cannot deny that I want him there. And I hate myself just a little for that.


  My phone rings, and I’m grateful for the distraction. I’m even more grateful when I check the caller ID and see that it’s Jamie.


  “Hey, what’s up?”


  “I’m calling to tell you I sent you an Evite,” she says.


  “You’re calling me to tell me you sent an email?” That’s undeniably weird, but not entirely surprising. I met Jamie Archer through Nikki and liked her immediately. She says what she thinks and doesn’t mince words and as far as friendship goes, she’s as loyal as they come. She’s also a lot of fun during happy hour.


  “I want to make sure it didn’t go to spam. It’s an invitation to my Halloween party. Three weeks,” she says. “That gives you tons of time to find the perfect costume.”


  “Sounds like fun,” I say, meaning it.


  “Totally. It’ll be my first party in the condo. Well, since I’ve been back in the condo,” she amends. She’d rented her place when she returned temporarily to Texas to live with her parents. But she’s back now, doing the struggling-actress thing and happily dating Ryan Hunter, Stark International’s security chief.


  “So you’re all settled back in?”


  “Oh, yeah. I let my tenant have the place furnished and with all the kitchen stuff and linens. So when he moved out and I moved back, it was sort of like going on a backward vacation. Totally easy.”


  I glance around at my stacks of poorly labeled boxes and grimace. “I think I hate you right now.”


  “Need help?”


  “Nope,” I say. “I’ll get it done.”


  “Good, because I’m not doing anything today except lounging in bed naked and sending Evites.”


  “Is Ryan with you?” I ask.


  “Indeed he is.”


  “Then I’m betting you’re doing more than lounging.”


  “See, this is why you work for a guy like Damien. You’re so damn smart. Speaking of, I saw the pics of you from the premiere. Very cool.”


  “The ones in the paper?”


  “You rocked your outfit,” she says. “And how very stealthy of you.”


  “Stealthy?”


  “Nikki told me about the whole architect snafu. And how you ended up going to the premiere to meet with Jackson Steele. And persuade him …” She adds the last with a suggestive lilt.


  “Is that what Nikki told you?” I ask, all the more mortified that she’d landed scarily close to the truth.


  “The persuade part,” Jamie says. “I added the va-voom part myself. Makes a better story.”


  I roll my eyes.


  “Anyway, I think this Jackson dude is a way better choice than Martin Glau.”


  I laugh. “Jamie, you don’t know shit about architecture.”


  “True. But I know Glau is pushing sixty, is as round as Hitchcock, and actually has jowls. Jowls. And Steele’s all over the internet this morning, and he is hot. But I guess Irena Kent wouldn’t cozy up to someone who’s a schlub.”


  “Who?”


  “Jackson Steele.”


  “No, the woman. Did you say Irena Kent? The actress?”


  “Yeah.”


  I frown. That’s why the brunette on Jackson’s arm had looked so familiar. I remember the way they’d looked last night, and the way seeing their picture in the paper had felt like a knife twist.


  I tell myself I’m not going to ask—and then of course I do exactly that. “What do you mean she’s cozying up to him?”


  “Rumor is they’re dating,” Jamie says, and considering she’s dipped her toe repeatedly in the Hollywood pool, I figure she would know.


  “Like, serious dating?” I cringe the second the words leave my mouth. I am not with Jackson—our absurd arrangement notwithstanding—and I do not intend to be with Jackson in the future. So who he fucks is no business of mine.


  “I don’t think so,” Jamie says, and I am uncomfortably but undeniably relieved. “To be honest, I think she wants the female lead in that movie they’re doing about that Santa Fe house he built. You know, the one that had all the gossip after the family moved in. Sex and murder and suicide.”


  “I know the stories,” I say. “And I knew that Hollywood’s been buzzing about doing a feature film that centers on Jackson. But I didn’t know it was about that house.” Honestly, I wasn’t sure why it would be. The whole murder-suicide stuff happened after the project was wrapped and Jackson was off to conquer the next mountain of stone and steel. “How the hell could I not have heard that?”


  “Why would you?” Jamie asks, which is a good question considering she doesn’t know that I have followed every bit of Jackson Steele trivia over the last five years.


  “I don’t think it’s public knowledge,” she continues. “I know a guy who knows a guy who did a rewrite on the script. I think they’re keeping it pretty close to the vest. I guess Jackson’s not thrilled. My friend says he’s the reason the woman went ape shit.”


  “The woman?” Jamie has completely lost me.


  “In the story. The woman who murdered her sister and then killed herself. It was because of Jackson. At least in the script, anyway. Not sure about real life.”


  I realize I have tightened my grip on my phone to the point that it is painful. “Oh my god,” I say, because I can think of nothing else. “Is it true? I mean, what does that mean, ‘because of Jackson’?”


  “Not a clue. But there’s another rumor that he beat the shit out of the first screenwriter. Also unconfirmed,” she says, and I can’t help but think about Jackson’s temper. About the cut across his face and the way his knuckles looked so raw today.


  “But what I can confirm,” Jamie continues, “is that he doesn’t want the movie made at all. That I know is true because one of Ollie’s law school buddies represents him.”


  Ollie is the attorney that I’m hoping to hook Cass up with for her franchise questions. He’s also a friend of Jamie’s. I have no idea who Jackson uses as legal counsel, but I have no reason to doubt Jamie’s intel. As far as gossip goes, Jamie is part bloodhound.


  “It sounds like a huge mess,” I say, because at the moment, that’s the only take-away I have.


  “Oh, a complete clusterfuck,” Jamie says cheerily. “Anyway, I’ve done my duty and delivered your daily dose of gossip. Now I’ve got to send out a million more Evites and make a million more follow-up calls. I have no idea how we’re gonna fit all these people in my condo, but I’m going to make it work. You’re coming, right?”


  “Wouldn’t miss it.”


  “Awesome. Later! Ta!”


  I’m not sure how long I stand there with my head full of Jackson, my mind spinning in a freakish mix of desire and question, angst and anticipation. But there is no way I’m obsessing over this for another hour, much less another minute. Instead, I grab a knife from the kitchen, then slice open the tape on one of the boxes sitting on my coffee table.


  Since I’d been in a hurry to move, I hadn’t taken the time to label anything that wasn’t a necessity like clothes and pantry items. That has made unpacking both frustrating and exciting, because I never know when I might be about to open a treasure trove.


  In this box, I find my photographs.


  Dozens and dozens of prints in every size, ranging from eight by tens all the way down to three by fives. I pull a few out and feel a little karmic tingle. Because they’re images of the Winn Building in New York. The soaring testament that Jackson built in Manhattan, and that I’d made a pilgrimage to see last summer.


  I’d been traveling for business, going with Damien to meet with a number of his East Coast executives. I hadn’t yet seen the Winn Building, although I’d read everything I could get my hands on about it. I’d told Damien I was going to the museum one afternoon—I’m not sure why I lied—and I’d gone to the financial district instead. I’d stood across the street, my head tilted back, and I’d simply let myself go with the pleasure of those clean, perfect lines reaching up to the heavens and a sky as blue as the eyes I remembered so well.


  And, yes, in some small way standing there in the shadow of what Jackson built was a bit like standing by the man himself.


  I’d taken dozens of pictures, but as I look at them now, I can see that none comes close to capturing what in my memory is so raw and so vivid. I toss them back into the box, my dissatisfaction with the images reminding me that I need to reschedule with Wyatt and Nikki.


  Before I can give Wyatt a call, though, my intercom buzzes. I’m not even close to ready for tonight, and I jump a little, only to sag in relief when a guy’s voice announces, “Got a delivery for Sylvia Brooks.”


  I buzz him up, and a messenger in jeans, an oversized sweatshirt, and slanted baseball cap with the service logo bounces out of the elevator about the same time I open the door. He passes me a box wrapped in plain white paper and topped with a bright red bow.


  Under the bow is a tag—and the tag says, Wear Me.


  Despite myself, I smile. But when I open the box and peel open the tissue paper, my smile fades. The dress is red, but that doesn’t matter. Because it’s the dress. My dress. The exact same style as the yellow dress with the white buttons that he’d given me in Atlanta. I lift my hand to my mouth and make a small mewling sound as my knees go weak.


  I’m standing by my kitchen table, and now I clutch the back of a chair, steadying myself, because I am certain this will shatter me.


  And that, I realize, is exactly what he’s trying to do. This is about revenge, after all. About Jackson getting payback for what happened in Atlanta.


  I take a breath, then another, trying to calm down. He wants to play dirty? Well, screw him.


  He wants to play games, then fine. We’ll play games.


  I stalk to my bedroom. It takes a few moments, but I find the box with my lingerie. I don’t own much in the way of fancy underthings, but I do own one set. A sexy black bra, a tiny thong, a garter belt, and a pair of elegant silk stockings.


  It’s the set that Jackson gave me in Atlanta, and I’m relieved when I find the soft pink lingerie bag that I’d purchased in which to keep them.


  I’d almost thrown them away, both the dress and the underthings. But I hadn’t. And the yellow dress, in fact, is folded up beneath the lingerie bag.


  I consider tossing the red one aside and putting on the yellow dress, but no. I already have a plan, and it’s more subtle.


  I don’t know why he hasn’t included lingerie with the red dress, but that means he isn’t expecting anything bold. For all I know, he’s forgotten, and instead of making me angry, that possibility makes me sad. Because every moment of every hour I’d spent with Jackson is burned into my mind. I’ve clung tight to those memories for five years, pulling them out to soothe me when I feel lost and alone.


  It didn’t last—how could it with me being a basket case?—but at least I can hold the memories close and know that, for one shining moment, I had something right and sweet and wonderful.


  For years, I’ve been silently grateful to Jackson for at least giving me those memories. I’ve spun our time together into nighttime fantasies and daytime dreams. I’ve made him a hero in my mind.


  A knight, a protector. A man willing to make the sacrifice to keep me safe, and he’d proven it by walking away when I told him to.


  That Jackson would never want revenge and he wouldn’t try to break me. He was a man worthy of my fantasies.


  And he is not the man who is coming to my door tonight.


  I need to remember that, I think. I need to keep it perfectly clear in my mind that the Jackson of today is playing games. And if I want to have any chance of surviving this round unscathed, I need to play, too. More than that, I need to win.
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  I’m in the short hallway leading to my bedroom when the intercom buzzes promptly at eight.


  I’ve been standing there, my dress open, my body angled to put the lingerie to best effect as I look at myself in the mirror. As I do, my fingers touch my tats. Or, at least, the ones that will give me strength tonight.


  The flame that Cass put on my breast, now slightly slick with the ointment I applied to soothe and protect it.


  The lock that hides just under the tiny thong panties.


  And the ribbon of initials marking the men I have claimed.


  Each reminding me that I know how to do this.


  Each a symbol that I can keep control. That I can prove to myself and to Jackson that I’m the one using him to get what I want, and not the one being used.


  I start to button up the dress, expecting another buzz of the intercom. An annoyed second try, because how dare I make him wait.


  But the next sound is not a buzz. Instead, it’s a sharp rap at my front door, and I tense because just that tiny deviation from the plan is enough to rattle my nerves.


  Get it together, Syl. Just keep it the fuck together.


  “One sec,” I call, and then I button the dress slowly. Not because I want to make him wait—though that is an unexpected side benefit—but because my hands are shaking just enough to make the task more difficult than it should be.


  I take one deep breath followed by another. And then I go to the door.


  I stand tall as I pull it open, because I want to look confident. Nonchalant. Like this is just any other date on any other day. But all of my good intentions go to hell the moment I see him.


  He is leaning casually against the door frame in khaki slacks and a faded denim button-down. His hair is slicked back from his face, and his eyes are hidden behind aviator style glasses that partially cover the cut on his cheek. He hasn’t shaved and I can’t help the way my fingers itch to stroke the stubble that makes him look even more masculine and delicious.


  Without a word, he takes off the glasses to reveal eyes that are filled with so much wicked promise it makes me aware of how very little I wear beneath this dress.


  It’s not the reaction I want—tonight, he is supposed to melt for me, not the other way around. And so I cock my head and keep my face blank, the kind of expression I’ve relied on to get me through so many of Damien’s business meetings, where my role is to simply take notes and not react to the progress of negotiations.


  “How did you get through the security gate?”


  “I’m a man of many talents,” he says, then steps past me into the foyer. As he does, our hands brush, and though I don’t want to feel anything, there is no denying the sparks that this man generates in me. I tell myself that’s okay. I can use that. I can let my own attraction to him fuel my performance.


  And I can let his attraction to me cement his fall.


  “The dress looks lovely on you,” he says, examining me with a look so incendiary it’s a wonder my blood doesn’t boil. “But I knew it would. The memory of you looking innocent in yellow is burned in my mind. But you weren’t innocent at all, were you?”


  My foyer is little more than a short hallway, and now I lean against the wall beside the door, feeling a bit trapped as he stands in front of me, just close enough to be inside my personal space. Just close enough for me to catch his scent.


  Just close enough that I can’t help but remember.


  “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.” His words are an eerie echo of my thoughts, and as he reaches out, I draw in a breath, unprepared for his touch. But it is not me he’s reaching for, and when I realize that all he is doing is closing the door, I release a shaky breath—and curse the wave of disappointment that crashes over me.


  “I haven’t,” he continues, apparently unconcerned that I have yet to say a word. “You in yellow, as bright as the sun shining through the car window. You unbuttoning your dress, revealing yourself to me. Touching yourself, teasing yourself. And it was me you imagined, wasn’t it, princess? Me who filled your thoughts. Who made you hot. Who made you need. Open your eyes,” he demands, and I do, surprised to realize that I had shut them in the first place.


  He is right there, so close I can feel his heat. So near that all I would have to do is lean slightly forward to feel him warm and hard against me.


  I do the opposite, leaning back, my palms flat against the wall behind me as I desperately wish that I could sink into the drywall and simply disappear.


  “Tell me you remember, princess. Tell me you remember how it felt.”


  I want to stay silent—to prove to him that even though he thinks that he took control the moment he walked through my doorway, it isn’t true.


  Except, of course, it is. I may have hoped to keep the upper hand, but I should have known better. I know the man, don’t I? And I know myself, too.


  “Tell me,” he repeats.


  I tilt my head back. I meet his eyes. And I give him the answer he’s looking for. “Yes. I remember. And I remember you wanted me, too.”


  “I did. I do.” His smile is thin and cunning and just a little bit wicked. “Looks like I’m about to get what I want.” As gently as a summer breeze, he brushes his fingertip over the swell of my breast.


  I draw in a breath, determined to fight against the heat that even so simple a touch is fueling in me.


  “I think you’re going to get what you want too, princess.”


  “I want the resort, Jackson.” I meet his eyes, making sure that mine show nothing but cold calculation. “The resort. And like you, I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get exactly what I want.”


  As far as I can tell, my words don’t faze him at all. If anything, he seems amused. “And that’s why your new dress is red. You’ve lost your innocence, princess.”


  “Stop calling me that.”


  He cocks his head, as if considering. “My rules,” he says. “Or had you forgotten already?”


  “Dammit, Jackson.” I don’t know why the nickname bothers me when his touch did not. There’s nothing in a name, after all. And it is his touch—and my reaction to it—that reveals so much.


  Even so, I don’t like the endearment. And the extent of my distaste bothers me enough that I push away from the wall and then push past him, away from this corner in which he’s trapped me and where my face and body reveal far too much.


  I hurry through my small living area and stop by the patio door. It’s down, and I place my hand on one of the glass panes as I look out at the world. That’s where I want to be—out there, not trapped in here with my past and a man I cannot deny I want, but can no longer have. A man whose mere presence makes me just a little bit crazy even though I need to hang on tight to cold rationality.


  I do not hear his footsteps, but I see his reflection, and I am expecting it when he places his hand on my shoulder. Even so, I close my eyes as if in defense against the powerful surge of longing that cuts through me when he bends his head and kisses the back of my neck.


  “Don’t,” I whisper.


  “Don’t? I believe the terms of my offer were clear.” He takes a step back as he pulls his phone out of his pocket. His eyes meet mine in the reflection. “So you tell me. Do we have a deal? Or should I call Damien and tell him I’m not your guy, after all?”


  “Dammit, Jackson. Why are you doing this?”


  “You know why.”


  I shake my head, though that is a lie. Because I do know. It’s retribution. It’s punishment.


  I saved myself from one type of hell only to be thrust headfirst into another.


  “No? Well then, let me tell you. I’m doing this because I want you to remember.” His lips brush my neck again, then move up to dance lightly upon the curve of my ear, making me tremble with sensual longing.


  “I’m doing this because I want you to understand what you gave up.” His hands stroke my shoulders, then down over the short sleeves of the dress until he reaches the bare skin of my arms. He continues, finally finding my hands and twining his fingers with mine.


  “I want you to know the future that you threw away, princess,” he says, as he lifts our joined hands to cup them over my breasts.


  I stiffen, my body a riot of emotions and sensations. I want to lash out against him—to tell him to go to hell, because I damn well know what I gave up. I know it as well as I know that I had to. And at the same time I want to melt into him. To let his touch take me all the places that I’ve imagined over the last five years. To let him have me so fully and completely that I am used up and there is no room for fear or nightmares or memories.


  But that, of course, is impossible.


  Most of all, I want to turn in his arms and kiss him. I want the Jackson I once had, not the one who stands here today. Not the one who sees only the woman who hurt him, and not the woman who could have fallen in love with him.


  And so I do nothing. I just stand there, trying hard to ignore the sensation of my hands upon my body—of his hands upon my own. Trying to breathe. Trying to get centered.


  And trying desperately to remember that it had been my plan all along to take charge of this night, and wondering how things could have turned so horribly sideways.


  Finally, I push my hands back down to my sides, then force myself to turn around even though he doesn’t step back. He’s so close that our bodies are brushing, and I have to tilt my head back in order to see his face.


  “That really is what this is about, isn’t it? You just want to punish me.”


  “Hell yes,” he says. “And I think that’s what you want, too.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Maybe you feel guilty about ending it the way you did. Maybe that’s why you’ve agreed to my terms.”


  “I haven’t agreed to anything. You ambushed me.”


  For a moment, I think I see compassion in his eyes. Then they go cold again. Good. I want them to be ice. I want them to freeze me. I don’t want to melt for this man. I don’t want to feel the heat. I don’t want to succumb to the guilt that he is so damn right about.


  “I see right through you, princess,” he finally says. “And you can play games all you want, but you and I both know that you’re fighting. Well, guess what? I am, too. And I’m not accustomed to losing.”


  He reaches out and ever so slowly undoes the top button of the dress.


  “What are you doing?”


  “What you’re letting me do.”


  “I—”


  “You can stop me, princess. Just say the word.”


  I lick my lips, but I do not move and I do not protest. I tell myself that I cannot back down—I cannot give up the resort.


  But that isn’t the only truth, and I know it as well as he does.


  The truth is I want this, too. And since I can’t willingly give it, then I will acquiesce to letting him take it.


  “Good girl,” he says, as he flips open the second button, then the third to reveal the black lace of the demi-cup bra, the swell of my breasts, and my very erect, very sensitive, nipples.


  “Like I said,” he murmurs, then bends close to take my nipple between his lips. He sucks, drawing it in, then grazing the tender flesh with his teeth and sending coils of red-hot desire spinning though me to throb with violent intensity between my legs. “You want this as much as I do.”


  “You bastard,” I say, and he only laughs.


  “Princess, you don’t even know the half of it.”


  He returns his mouth to my breast, his lips skimming my cleavage as he moves to find my other nipple. “Why don’t you finish those buttons?” he murmurs, his lips never leaving my skin.


  “What?” His words haven’t quite registered with me, at least not until he takes my hand and places it on the fourth button, then lets his own fingers trail up to tease the nipple that he’d abandoned, cool and tight and still wet from his tongue.


  Oh, god.


  His teeth nip me, and I arch in pleasure, understanding that this is not just a sensual tease but a silent demand.


  And so help me, I comply, moving my fingers down the dress with slow, steady movements. I keep my back to the patio door, because what he is doing to my breasts is making me crazy, and I’m afraid that if I don’t have that support my legs will simply give out.


  When I’m almost done with the buttons, he pulls back, remov ing his mouth from my breast and forcing me to bite back a whimper of protest.


  “Don’t fight it, princess,” he says. “I see it on your face, in the flush of your skin. Even in your eyes, that you’re trying to keep so cool and hard. Don’t you know that I see what you want? That I feel what you need?”


  My traitorous body aches with the desire for him to touch me, and I can only stand there frozen, unable and unwilling to give in to his games.


  “Go ahead,” he says, as if reading my thoughts. “Touch yourself. Show me how you like it. Show me exactly how to put my hands on you.”


  I shake my head. “Jackson. No.”


  “My rules, princess, remember?” He reaches for the dress and eases me out of it. He tosses it backward so that it lands on the couch. And there I stand, clad only in the sexy underwear and fuck-me red heels.


  “Christ, you’re gorgeous,” he says, and there’s such honest arousal in his voice that I’m overcome with a sense of déjà vu. I’ve stood like this before. Dressed like this—or, rather, undressed like this. Hot and wet and wanting, and Jackson’s eyes on me, so full of desire that I could drown in them.


  But that night I’d wanted everything he had to give—and I hadn’t been afraid. Not then. The fear had come later.


  Tonight—god help me—I want it, too. And that scares me to death.


  “Go ahead, princess,” he says, lifting my hand and placing my palm against my stomach. “I want to watch you melt.”


  I meet his eyes, expecting to see heat. But all I see is the mask of a man holding tight to his emotions.


  Fuck that—if he’s going to force me to play, then I’m going to play to win.


  “Is this what you want?” I ask, sliding my hand up to my breast and finding the nipple that he just abandoned. I close my hand over my breast, squeezing and teasing, then so slowly it is almost painful I trace my fingertip over my tight areola. “Or maybe this?” I ask as I roll my nipple between my thumb and forefinger. I suck in air, more turned on by my performance than I’d intended to be, but I see the flicker of heat in his eyes.


  Touchdown.


  “Do you like to watch, Jackson?” I slide my other hand down my belly, all the way to the elastic band of the tiny thong panties and the little triangle of lace that barely covers my sex. Then lower and lower still. “Or do you want more? Is that it, Jackson? Do you want to touch me? Do you want to fuck me?”


  I see the way the muscle in his jaw clenches. I watch his throat move as he swallows. And I wallow in the pleasure of my victory.


  “Do you know how wet I am? How good I feel?” My words are not a lie. Despite the situation—hell, maybe because of it—my body is traitorously aroused, and as I stroke my clit, I can’t deny the simple reality that I am all the more turned on because I know that he is watching me.


  I tell myself that’s okay. The only goal here is to keep the upper hand. If I can manage an orgasm in the process, well, I’ll just call that a perk.


  I keep my eyes on him, watching his face and relishing the tightness in his jaw that signals he is fighting for control. Good, I think as I shamelessly stroke my sex. I want him on edge. I want him off kilter.


  I close my eyes, telling myself to go with it. To push the envelope. To push him.


  But then his hand closes around my wrist. And when I open my eyes, he is right there—right in front of me.


  “No,” he says, and there is steel in his voice. “That orgasm belongs to me, baby.”


  And just like that, he’s turned the tables on me again.


  Fine. I’ll turn them back. “Does it?” I say, then reach over and cup his cock. “Then this belongs to me.”


  He laughs as he takes a step back, breaking contact. “You think you’re the one in control? Think again, princess.”


  I meet his eyes and see that he has known all along what I have just fully figured out. That I do not have the upper hand. That I never did. And that so long as we are playing this game, Jackson is setting the rules.


  “No touching,” he says. “Not unless it’s me touching you. But don’t worry,” he adds as he strokes a finger up my bare belly and over the curve of my breast. “I intend to do a lot of touching.”


  His hands are like a live wire sending sparks of electricity to crackle over my tender skin, and despite myself I let my head tilt back and close my eyes to this onslaught of pleasure.


  “So damn beautiful,” he murmurs as his hands touch and stroke and tease and caress. “I wonder,” he says, as he cups my sex. “Do you still taste as good as you look?” He drops to his knees, his hands on my hips, then very gently kisses the juncture of my thigh. I whimper, expecting his mouth on my sex, but he teases me by sliding a fingertip under the thong to find me hot and wet and so very ready. “Oh, yes,” he says. “I think you like this.”


  He torments me with his finger, sliding it over my sensitive flesh, then thrusting inside me while my body clenches tight around him, wanting so much more than that simple, complicated, wonderful touch.


  When he withdraws, he stands, then traces the finger he’d penetrated me with over my lips. “Suck,” he demands, and I do eagerly, tasting my own arousal and watching the reflection of his in his eyes.


  After a moment, he withdraws his finger, then takes my hand. He leads me toward the couch, only to pause by the coffee table. I’m confused at first, and then I realize that he has seen the photographs that litter the tabletop.


  I wince, because those are a secret that I am not ready to share.


  He releases my hand, then goes to the table. He looks down at the spray of photos that I’d left lying there, then reaches down to pick up several. “Who took this?” he asks, holding up a photograph of the Union Bank building in Las Vegas.


  I consider lying, but the photo is important to me, and I do not want to deny it.


  “I did.” I meet his eyes, mine defiant.


  “When?”


  I don’t bother to answer; the picture says it all.


  “You were at the grand opening?”


  “I was in Vegas for work.” That was a lie. I was in Vegas for the grand opening.


  His eyes linger on me long enough that I think he has seen the lie. Then he holds up the photo of the Winn Building. “This one?”


  “I go to New York with Damien all the time. And photography is a hobby. I think I mentioned that back in Atlanta. Or had you forgotten?”


  “I haven’t forgotten a thing about Atlanta.” His voice is low and steady and his eyes never stray from mine. “Not a single moment.”


  I say nothing, but my mouth has gone strangely dry.


  “Why?” he asks. “There must be more than a dozen pictures of my buildings on that table. I want to know why.”


  “I told you why in Atlanta. I like architecture.”


  “I want the truth, Sylvia.”


  My name sounds soft on his lips, and I sag a bit, losing some of my defiance. “Maybe I misstated reality a little when I said I didn’t follow your career.”


  He cocks his head. “You took all these pictures? Of dozens of my buildings?”


  “I like architecture,” I say again.


  He returns to the table and pulls out a few of the photos that sit inside the open box. The first are additional shots of Jackson Steele buildings. But under that, he finds my house photos.


  He pulls out one, two, eight, a dozen. After he’s spread them on the table, he turns to me again. “I know you like architecture,” he says with more than a little irony in his voice. “But I never saw you as going fangirl over residential buildings.”


  “I like to look at houses.” I shrug, because there really is no more to say.


  “Why?”


  “Does it matter?” I snap. I go to the coffee table and gather them up—small cottages, large mansions, log cabins, adobe pueblos. Some in fancy neighborhoods, some in gangland. Some in places like Brentwood where I grew up.


  I toss them all back inside the box.


  “Why?” he asks again, this time more gently.


  “I don’t know.” It’s only half a lie. I have done this for years—even back when I was a child I would walk the neighborhood with a disposable camera—and I can sit for hours staring at a house, making up stories about the people who live behind the walls. In college, I took photography classes and spent almost all my time shooting houses. Now, it is both an obsession and a passion.


  But I tell none of that to Jackson, and I still don’t answer his question. But the truth is, I don’t know why. Because I’m not sure what I expect to find when I look through the lens. All I know is that I haven’t found it yet.


  For a moment Jackson says nothing, he simply looks at me. Then he picks my dress up off the couch and hands it to me. “Put it on.”


  “But—” I’m not sure why I’m protesting, I only know that I’m confused.


  “It’s well after eight,” he says, though his voice sounds tired enough that it could be after midnight. “I think it’s time I take you to dinner.”


  twelve


  Jackson has my skirt unbuttoned and his hand on my thigh when the waitress pushes open the sliding paper partition to enter the small, private booth.


  As she does, Jackson leans over and kisses my ear, at the same time whispering, “Quiet.”


  At first I don’t understand what he means, but then his hand slides north and his fingers find my thong. I freeze, terrified that he is going to do exactly what I know he’s going to do. And yet even as I’m fervently wishing that I could slide over to the next colored cushion, some tiny treacherous part of me wants what he is offering. A forbidden touch. A secret pleasure.


  Good god, what the hell am I thinking?


  I start to squirm away in protest, but he catches my eye and shakes his head just slightly as the kimono-clad waitress bows, then kneels carefully on the far side of the table from us. As she places the decorative tray of sushi and sashimi in front of us, Jackson’s finger slides under the lace to tease and play with me.


  We are sitting on a backless bench of cushions that is directly on the floor, our feet descending into the sunken area which holds the table in this high-end, Beverly Hills sushi restaurant.


  It is the kind of place where executives broker million-dollar deals. It is not the kind of place that hides lust and passion in dark corners while the rest of the world looks away.


  And yet there is Jackson, gently stroking my clit as the waitress refills our sake.


  And there is me, biting my lower lip, my cheeks surely burning, as I try to sit completely still as tremors of pleasure burst through my body.


  Whether I should be or not, I cannot deny that I am wet—so desperately wet. And that right then I am craving more.


  Jackson does not disappoint, and as he slides his finger inside me, I swallow a small sound of surprise and pleasure, then close my hands tight around the edges of the table.


  The waitress’s smile never wavers as she takes our empty soup bowls, stands, and leaves silently with another small bow at the door.


  “Jackson!” There is something like panic in my voice as I whisper his name.


  “Tell me more,” he says. “What did Galway say when you told him Stark wanted to buy the island?”


  When we’d arrived at the restaurant, I hadn’t known what to expect. Jackson’s mood had shifted in the apartment, going from heated demand to practiced politeness, as if we were a couple out on a first date, each being slightly careful around the other.


  His choice of restaurant had surprised me as well. We’d never gone out for sushi in Atlanta, but I’d mentioned once that it’s my favorite food. I considered asking if he’d come here on purpose, but the truth is I wanted to believe it had been intentional, and didn’t want to know if coming here had been little more than a coincidence.


  He’d insisted that we sit next to each other, and so we’d both taken a colored cushion on the side of the table facing the sliding door. I kept anticipating his touch, and yet there was none. Instead, he was practiced politeness, asking me about where I’d traveled with the company, what I did as Stark’s assistant, even how I came to be the project manager for The Resort at Cortez.


  And the entire time I was going a little bit nuts. He wasn’t touching me at all. He was a perfect gentleman. This was, for all intents and purposes, a perfectly lovely date.


  It was what I’d told myself I wanted—to have Jackson back off from his ridiculous game. To simply work with him and not get my head and my emotions all twisted up.


  And yet …


  And yet there I was, my body primed, my heart skittering with every movement and casual brush of his hand as I wondered if, maybe, he was finally going to touch me.


  Nor did it help that I was certain that Jackson was intentionally tormenting me. And yet I had no proof whatsoever. His conversation was smooth, his manner polite.


  And even so, he was slowly and methodically driving me crazy.


  “So you got the idea for the resort from nothing more than a newspaper article?” he asked.


  I don’t remember answering, but I must have, because I remember distinctly that he put his hand on my thigh and started unbuttoning my dress while I was telling him about how Damien blew off his tax-planning meeting.


  I froze, the words stumbling over my tongue. I had the ridiculous urge to scoot away, but damn me, hadn’t I been craving this very thing, despite all my good sense and judgment?


  So I stayed, and I talked, and I was talking still when the waitress came in, and I realized that was what Jackson had planned all along. Not simply the touch, but a forbidden one.


  Not simply desire, but the need to fight it. To hide it.


  And goddamn him, I couldn’t deny the fact that the secret pleasure made the sensation of his finger playing with me, fucking me, that much more incredible.


  “Galway,” Jackson urges now as his finger strokes small circles on my clit, making my head spin and my thoughts scatter.


  “Jackson, I—”


  “Tell me,” he repeats, and so I do. I tell him about the phone call and Galway’s laughter when he thinks that Damien is joking, then his surprise when he learns that Damien really does want to acquire the island.


  “Stark sounds like a man who gets what he wants,” Jackson says.


  “He is.”


  “So am I,” Jackson whispers as he thrusts three fingers inside me, fucking me with his hand, and damn me, I writhe against the motion, wanting him to go deeper, trying to feel the brush of his skin against my clit as my thoughts continue to spin and my mind loses focus.


  “What is it you want?” I gasp, as spirals of pleasure seem to burst around me.


  “You,” he says. “At my mercy.”


  And with those four simple words, he withdraws his hand and my pleasure. “I think,” he says casually, “that it’s time to eat.”


  I am frustrated and antsy and thoroughly pissed off during the meal. He’d taken me right to the precipice, then left me dangling, and the more I think about it, the more I realize that the meal—though it has all my favorite rolls and sashimi—holds very little appeal.


  There is instead something I want much, much more, and I put down my chopsticks and slide my left hand under the table to rest upon his thigh. He glances sideways at me, but doesn’t protest. Not even when I slowly ease my hand up, higher and higher until I find his cock, hard and thick beneath his slacks.


  I smile, once again feeling powerful and in control as I slowly stroke him, then ease my fingers up to search for his zipper.


  “Stop.”


  His voice is low and simple and he does not look at me.


  I find the zipper pull and start to ease it down. “What if I don’t want to stop?”


  “Then don’t.” He turns now and looks straight at me. There is heat in his expression, and amusement as well. “That’s what free will is all about.”


  “Exactly,” I say, happy to have finally turned the tables.


  “But if you don’t stop, I will.”


  I halt my effort to carefully unzip him. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean it’s up to you. Do you want me to touch you? Stroke you, make you come?”


  I do not answer, but I have also stopped moving.


  “Do you want pleasure, Sylvia? Or do you want the more hollow satisfaction of thinking that somehow you’ve managed to best me, when we both know in the end I will have you naked and open to me, limp and sated. And the more you come in my arms, the sweeter my victory will be.”


  I swallow, not entirely certain I could form words right then, even if I had to.


  “Surrender, princess, and you’ll get the orgasm I denied you earlier. Don’t stop, and I’ll be the only one who gets off for a very, very long time.”


  I believe him. And while I wish I had the strength to follow through and make him come—to sacrifice my own pleasure for the sake of a victory—I just can’t do it.


  I pull my hand away.


  “Good choice,” he says, and there is no denying both the heat and the victory in his voice. “I promise, sweetheart, that you won’t regret it.”


  He nods at the table and I realize that we’ve finished the meal. “Dessert?”


  I shake my head.


  “No? I want dessert. I just don’t want it here.” He brushes his finger over my lower lip. “A moment,” he says, then stands. He goes to the door, slides it open, then signals for the check.


  As he’s returning to the table, the theme from Star Wars starts to blare from my purse.


  I wince as Jackson laughs.


  “Yoda calling?”


  I roll my eyes as I rummage for my phone. “My brother.”


  I glance down at the screen and feel the blood drain from my face as I read the text message.


  Hey, Silly!


  Guess who’s finally moving back to the good old USA?


  Arriving in three weeks—just in time for Halloween.


  Pick me up at LAX? Then let’s shoot down to Irvine.


  Mom’s all psyched about putting on a huge spread for us.


  And Dad says he doesn’t see enough of you, either.


  Love you, big sis.


  Miss you.


  See you soon.


  “Something wrong?”


  I realize that I’ve been staring at the phone for a hell of a lot longer than it takes to read one text message.


  “I—no. Not a thing. Just give me a sec.” I manage a smile as I type out a response, but am frustrated to see that my hands are shaking.


  So psyched you’re coming home! At a work thing, so more soon.


  Send flight details—I’ll be there with balloons!


  Not sure can swing Irvine. Crazy busy at work.


  XXOO


  I force myself to look up at him, then flash as bright a smile as I can manage. “So, check all taken care of?”


  He hesitates, then nods. “We can go.”


  I smile, trying my best to look normal, and follow him out of the restaurant.


  Origami is one of the new, hot places on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills, just a few doors down from the entrance to the Beverly Wilshire hotel. Jackson had parked at the hotel, and I’d anticipated dinner in one of its incredible restaurants. But he’d surprised me by leading me through the lobby and to the street.


  Now, we’re heading back, and Ethan’s text still weighs on me, along with all the tension and fears that just the thought of seeing my parents raises.


  “Do you want to talk about it?”


  I turn to look at him, surprised. “I didn’t think that conversation was part of tonight’s program.” My words come out harsher than I meant, and I immediately regret them. Despite everything, there was genuine concern in his voice, and even though this night is all about punishing me, I truly didn’t mean to be a bitch.


  “I’m sorry,” I say. “And no. I’d rather not talk about it. Really,” I add, because the expression on his face suggests that he is going to argue.


  He nods reluctantly, and we continue walking in silence. But the odd thing is that I feel a bit better. The night is cool and clear, the air crisp and sweet-smelling. I’m on one of the prettiest streets in the world, with glitz and glamour lit up in the shop windows that we are passing.


  And despite the fact that I hurt him so deeply, the man at my side still cares about me. At least a little.


  It’s enough to sweep away my anger and fear. Three weeks is a lifetime away, and tonight is not the time to open the door to more memories. And, frankly, tonight I have enough on my mind with Jackson. I don’t need my family in my head, too.


  I frown as we pass the valet stand. “Aren’t you getting your car?”


  “Not just yet,” Jackson says as a liveried doorman greets us. With Jackson’s hand pressing gently against the small of my back, we enter the stunning lobby. It’s awash in a golden light that makes the polished marble floor glow in a way that draws out the iconic circular design that looks a bit like a target symbol. At the center of the circle stands a giant table with an enormous—and gorgeous—flower arrangement blooming bright beneath one of the most ornate chandeliers I’ve ever seen.


  “I love this hotel,” I say. “It’s like stepping back in time with its mix of classical and art deco elegance.”


  “I’m glad you like it,” Jackson says. “I thought we’d have a drink here.”


  “Really?” I look around for the lobby bar.


  “No. Not in the bar.” He heads toward the registration counter, and I follow, a little bit curious—and a little bit certain that I know exactly where this is going.


  “Jackson Steele,” he tells the girl. “I booked a room this afternoon.”


  “Of course, Mr. Steele.” She hands him his key. “Is there anything else you need?”


  “I spoke with the sommelier earlier as well. I’d like a bottle of the Petrus Pomerol 1998 sent up to the room. Two glasses. And caviar, please.”


  Her eyes have gone a little wide, and I understand why. I’d ordered five bottles of that very vintage last Christmas for Damien to send as gifts to some of his most important clients. Even with Damien’s wholesale sources, the bottles sold for over a grand each.


  “Of course, Mr. Steele,” she says, apparently remembering herself. “I’ll have that sent right up.”


  Up turns out to be the penthouse, and I have to admit that even after all I’ve seen traveling with Damien, I have never stayed in such highbrow accommodations. I know I should play it cool, but I have to confess that I goggle a bit. So much, in fact, that I’m still standing near the ornate double doors when the room service waiter knocks. I scramble out of his way as he wheels in a small table with the wine, two glasses, and a spectacular selection of caviar. Jackson lets the waiter uncork the wine, but declines his offer to pour. And as soon as the man is gone from the room, he crooks his finger at me.


  “Come,” he says, and I can’t help but think about how many meanings that simple word has.


  “You have a very strange idea of revenge,” I say. “My favorite dinner. A penthouse suite. Caviar. And one of the most expensive bottles of wine in the history of the universe.”


  “I don’t know that it’s quite that pricey.”


  I merely look dubious.


  “Like I said, princess. I want you to remember everything you gave up.”


  “Dammit, Jackson—” I cut off my words.


  “No. I don’t want to hear that you had to. I don’t want to hear that you’re sorry.”


  “No?” I hear the exasperation in my voice. “Then what the hell do you want?”


  “I thought I was clear,” he says as he pours a glass of wine and strides toward me. He pauses just inches away and hands me the wine. I take a sip, barely even noticing the incredible palate. I’m too intent on watching Jackson to notice something as unimportant as wine.


  He is looking me up and down with the kind of intensity designed to make a woman melt, and it’s clear from his expression that while he is hungry, it is not for caviar.


  “I want to take you to the edge and back,” he says as he unbuttons my dress. I stand perfectly still as he peels it off my body. “I want to watch you lose control,” he continues, and now he unfastens my bra and slowly removes it. “I want to make you come,” he says as he eases me out of my shoes and stockings, then unhooks the garter and lets it fall to the floor. “And, princess,” he adds as he hooks his finger in the band of the thong and pulls so hard the elastic snaps, making me flinch, though I do not otherwise move. “I want to make you scream.”


  He leans in and kisses me, soft and sweet, like a man seeking sanctuary, and in sharp contrast to the brutality of his words and the way he stripped me from the last of my clothes. “But first things first.”


  I stand there, my mouth tingling from his kiss, not entirely certain what just happened. One moment I was standing there, facing a slow seduction with caviar and wine. The next, I’m naked and hot and more turned on than I want to be by the wildness of his words.


  “With me,” he says, then leads me into the gorgeously appointed bedroom. It’s done in beige and brown, with some cream thrown in, and looks both comfortable and elegant.


  He nods toward the bed, and I sit on the edge. He looks at me a moment, as if considering, and though I try to discern his thoughts, I cannot read his face.


  He moves to the window and lays his hand flat on the glass. I see his eyes in the reflection, and I know that he is looking at me. “I need you to tell me something.”


  I am relieved by his words since now I will perhaps have some clue as to what is going on in his head. “Sure,” I say. “Anything.”


  “Are you still fucking him?”


  I’d been starting to stand, using my arms to help lever me off the foot of the bed. They go limp, and I fall back onto the mattress. I am more confused than angry, and my reply of “Who?” sounds lost and anemic even to my ears.


  He turns his back to the window, his laser blue eyes now focused intently on me. “Stark’s married now,” he says, as if we were discussing the weather. “So I want to know if you’re still fucking him.”


  Now anger launches me to my feet. “Damien? Are you insane? I never—”


  “You left me.” Gone is the calm tone, the bland expression. He’s wild now, ferocious as he strides the short distance across the room to stand in front of me.


  His anger is no match for mine, though, and our joined fury seems to fill the room, making the air buzz and pop. All we need is a lit match, and we’ll both go up in flames. “Five years ago, you left me so you could go fuck Damien Stark.”


  Without thinking, I lash out, slapping him hard across his left cheek, right over the still raw cut. I hope it hurts. I hope it fucking brings him to his knees.


  He grabs my upper arms, tight enough to bruise, and yanks me toward him. I can see the wildness in him, can feel the tempest building between us. For a moment I’m not sure if he’s going to hit me or kiss me, and he better not goddamn do either, because I am as close to losing it right now as he is.


  I do nothing, though; I know better than to poke a wounded animal. And after a moment, he pushes me away. “Fuck.”


  I back off, breathing hard. I lean against the bed as I watch him pace the room. Once, twice, until he stops at the window again. Until he lashes out once more, the force of his hand against the glass making the images in the window shimmer, as if the fury of this one man has upset the balance of the world.


  Slowly, very slowly, I walk toward him. I pause behind him, close enough to reach out and touch him, though I do not. “I told you before—I left because I had to.”


  “You left Atlanta. You went to work for him.”


  “Yes. Because after Reggie fired me I contacted human resources at Stark International and asked them to put my application back in the active file. I told you I’d applied for a job with him. And I got it. The old-fashioned way—by having a solid résumé. I didn’t leave you for Stark, and I swear on my life that I have never slept with that man.”


  He pulls me to him, the motion so unexpected that I gasp, and as I do, he closes his mouth over mine. The kiss is wild and hard and almost painful. Teeth clashing, mouths burning. It is a claiming, not a kiss. A battle, not a seduction. And when he backs away, I am breathing hard, a little bit aroused and a lot lost.


  And Jackson is himself again. Cool and controlled as if the last few moments haven’t even happened.


  “This is the way it’s going to work. You’re mine. Wholly and completely. You’re ready for me when I say. How I say. Do you understand?”


  “Do I have a choice?”


  He doesn’t even bother to answer. We both know what the answer will be.


  “On the bed,” Jackson says, and for a moment I do not move.


  This really is it, I think. I can walk away right now, and save myself the pain of my memories. The misery of being with a man who wants only to punish me for our past.


  I can walk—and I can lose the resort, which is the only thing that has truly mattered to me in years.


  I look at him, struck hard by the irony. Because five years ago, Jackson mattered to me. He’d bent time with me, cramming what felt like a lifetime of emotion into just a few short days.


  But that’s the past, and the resort is my present. And I cannot risk losing it if I have the chance to save it.


  And so I do as he asks. This was the deal I made, after all. And, yes, I cannot deny that despite the memories that I fear will creep back into my dreams, I want what he has promised. I want the release. And, god help me, I want to shatter against this man again even though it is not real, and even though in the end, I know that I will get hurt.


  “Good girl,” he says once my head is on the pillows. “Now stretch out your arms.”


  I do, though I’m not sure what he’s planning. I find out soon enough, though, because he steps into the bathroom, then comes back with the white cotton sashes from two hotel robes.


  I shake my head, feeling panic rising. “No,” I say, but he doesn’t stop. He simply takes my wrist and knots one end of a sash around it. The other end he ties to a lamp that is fastened to the wall right at the side of the headboard.


  “Jackson …”


  My protest seems to echo in the room, but he does not heed it. Instead, he moves around the bed and repeats the process with my other arm.


  I lick my lips, not liking how vulnerable I feel. I squeeze my thighs together, then whimper when he shakes his head.


  “No,” he says. “Wide. I want to see how wet you are. I want to see how much you want me.”


  I swallow, but I say nothing, because what is there to say? But as he draws his fingertip along my leg and up my inner thigh, I feel my body clench with need. I see the small smile touch his lips. And I know that he has seen the extent of my arousal. That he knows what he is doing to me. That he has damn well won because no matter how much I want to keep a tight rein on myself—my body has its own response, and I’m desperately, hopelessly, completely turned on.


  He touches me mercilessly, trailing his fingers over every inch of my body until I feel as though my skin is alive with need, and all the more so because I cannot move. I can only submit to this pounding of desire.


  And when he goes to the living room and returns with a glass of wine and a small bowl of caviar, I cannot help but wonder what new torment he has in store for me.


  And torment it is.


  He slowly dribbles the thousand-dollar wine over my belly button, then uses the tip of his tongue to taste it. He lifts the glass to me and lets me have a small sip, and the tang of it on my tongue seems to match the way my entire body tingles with need for him. And when he puts a tiny spoonful of caviar on each of my breasts and then closes his mouth over me to suckle, I cannot help but arch up from the pure, overwhelming, erotic sensations.


  He moves lower then, kissing his way down my belly until he reaches my sex. He looks at me, his eyes hard on mine, before kissing me oh-so-intimately.


  “For a man who wants to punish me,” I say on a wild breath, “you’re doing a terrible job.”


  “I told you,” he murmurs, “I want you to remember. I want you to know pleasure. And I want you to think about everything you tossed away.”


  “Jackson—”


  But he is not listening, and when his tongue attacks my clit once more I really don’t even care. He takes me to the edge, his mouth working magic on my senses, turning my body into nothing but sensual awareness, a mass of erotic energy just waiting to explode.


  Waiting … and waiting still …


  And when he pulls his mouth away—when he sits up on his knees to look at me—I think that I really will scream.


  “Tell me what you want,” he says, but there is such tension in his voice, I have no doubt that he wants exactly the same thing. And I want it badly enough that I have no shame.


  “Fuck me. Please, Jackson. Just fuck me now.”


  He gets off the bed and comes to stand closer to me. For a moment, I fear that he is going to deny both of us. “Please tell me you have a condom,” I say.


  For a moment, he says nothing. Then he takes something out of his pocket and sets it on the side table before stripping off his clothes. I turn my head, managing to see that he’s put a condom packet there. But there’s something else beside it, and that’s what he picks up now.


  It takes a moment, and then I realize that it’s a blindfold.


  “Oh, no,” I say. “No way.”


  “Oh, yes,” he says. “My rules, remember? And right now, I own you,” he says as his fingers dance over my skin, highlighted by the sensual tones of his voice. “You’re mine to pleasure. To take. To fuck. And right now I want you to experience nothing but the feeling of me touching you,” he adds as my body clenches with need in response to this new seduction. “Of me inside you. You’re mine, remember, and tonight, I want you to know it. Fully and very, very completely.”


  His words seem to crash over me, echoing through my memory.


  While you’re here, you’re mine.


  You’re mine, you’re mine, you’re mine …


  Familiar words that once made me sick, but right now I can’t deny that I am wet. That I am on fire.


  And that the goddamned flame on my breast is a symbol not that I am the one in control … but that if I’m not careful, Jackson will reduce me to ashes.


  I do not protest when he moves forward and puts the blindfold over my eyes. The world goes dark, and as he said, it is only him that I know. The sound of his breathing. The feel of his hands upon me. The touch of his breath upon my skin.


  He caresses my body with hands and kisses, a sweet seduction as he moves back onto the bed, making the mattress shift as he does. And then he is lightly caressing my sex, his fingers teasing and exploring, making me even hotter than I already am. Opening me. Readying me.


  Without warning, he lifts my legs, and I feel the sensation of being stretched as he raises them onto his shoulders. I gasp at the sensation of his cock pressing hard against me, seeking entrance, and I relax, welcoming him. Wanting him.


  And then, when he grabs my ass and thrusts into me, impaling me without warning, I scream just as he wanted me to, lost in the incredible sensation of being filled by this man.


  He is huge, but I am so damn wet that it hurts only for a bit. Now he moves in a sensual rhythm, holding my hips with one hand as he guides my motions to work in tandem with his, and at the same time using his other hand to tease my clit so that I am overwhelmed by the sensation of both being filled and of catching fire.


  I’m alive with pleasure—wild with desire. And the fact that I can see nothing only adds to the vastness of what I feel, just like Jackson had said it would.


  “Come for me,” he says, thrusting harder and deeper. “Christ, Sylvia, I want you to come for me now.”


  I cry out in surprise when I feel his own release, and then in pleasure when every bit of sparkle in my body seems to center on my sex, only to burst out again and send me spinning. I arch up, feeling as though I could fly, and then fall back down on the bed, wanting nothing more than to have Jackson beside me.


  I fear for a moment that he will not come—that he will punish me by leaving me alone and bound in this bed. But he does not. Instead he unties my arms, then removes my blindfold. And then, to my surprise and delight, he brushes a tender kiss across my lips before sliding into bed beside me.


  “Sleep now,” Jackson says.


  I lay there breathing hard, my back against his chest, my body exhausted and my mind content. And as he holds me in his arms, I sink into his warmth, entirely unprepared for the cold fingers of memory when they creep up to fill my sleep and haunt my dreams.


  I watch myself in the red dress, as Bob circles the other me who stands in the soft lighting.


  “Lovely,” he says as his camera clicks. “Just perfect. Now let’s add a little heat to these photos.”


  The other me shakes her head. “I don’t think—”


  “Hush,” he says as he steps closer. “I need these photos to stand out, and how can they miss with you in them? Innocence mixed with passion. And if there’s arousal … oh, Elle, that photo will pop.” His hand brushes her nipple, and I watch as the other me gasps. But I don’t feel it. Over here, away, I don’t feel a thing.


  His smile is slow. “There you go. You see? That beautiful flush. The camera loves it. And I’ll tell you a secret, Elle. I do, too. There aren’t many fourteen-year-old girls as mature as you. With such a natural heat. Do one more button for me. For the camera.”


  “Don’t,” I say to the me in the dress.


  But she bites her lip and lifts her hands to the dress. And I suck in air because I know this. I’ve seen it.


  I remember what happens. The way he finishes the rest of the buttons for her. The things he says so that it seems okay but really isn’t. The way it feels when his hands are on her—when he touches her. When he’s inside her.


  And the shame and loathing that come after.


  I remember it, and so I scream for her. I yell for her to fight it. To stop him.


  But I don’t hear me. Only Bob does. And when he turns to me with a victorious smile, it’s Jackson’s face that I see.


  I sit up, gasping for air, then jump when Jackson’s hand strokes my thigh.


  “Syl?” His voice is sleepy, concerned.


  But I don’t answer. Instead, I run to the living room and throw on the dress, ignoring the ripped underwear and not bothering with the bra.


  I stand for a second, unsure, then I tiptoe back into the bedroom and dig in the pocket of his khakis for his wallet. I find the valet ticket, and I clutch it tight, breathing hard.


  “Syl? What’s going on?”


  I look up to see him blinking at me as he switches on the bedside lamp.


  Fear clutches me, and I can barely breathe.


  I spring to my feet and race out of the bedroom, then out of the suite. I jab my finger on the elevator button and will it to whisk me to the lobby at something close to the speed of light.


  The young man at the valet stand doesn’t question me when he brings me the Porsche, and I’m grateful that I remembered my purse so that I can tip him.


  I slide behind the wheel, lock the doors, and peel out of the driveway.


  I have no idea where I’m going. I only know that I want to escape.


  But since it’s my own skin I want to leave behind, it’s never going to happen. And all I can hope is that somehow, someway, I can drive fast enough to leave the nightmares behind.


  thirteen


  I race up Coldwater Canyon, hugging the road’s curves, watching as the spray of light from the headlights turns the tree-lined road into a fairy tale path of dark shadows and witches’ fingers that are reaching out to claim me.


  But it’s not the shadows I’m running from. It’s not even Jackson. Not entirely.


  It’s Jackson and myself and the whole fucked up situation.


  Because damn me to hell, all Jackson wants is to punish me. I know that—I know it. And yet all he has to do is crook a finger to make me melt.


  Just like Bob did all those years ago.


  Fuck.


  This was a mistake. Such a huge mistake. I should never have gotten in Jackson’s bed, and if that meant abandoning the resort, then I should have just walked away. Because I cannot be this woman. I can’t be the girl who surrenders. Who gives in. I have to hold on tight to control, because it is the only protection I have.


  I hate that as well.


  And so I drive, taking the curves wildly, trying desperately to lose myself in the thrill of danger, burying my fear under this rush of pure adrenal sensation and absolute concentration.


  Except it doesn’t work. My head is too full, my thoughts too wild, and with one violent turn of the wheel, I whip the car into a turnaround and slam on the brakes. The Porsche jolts to a stop dangerously close to the drop-off, and for a moment I wonder what that would have been like, soaring out into space and then dropping down, down, down into nothingness.


  I push the thought away. That is not me; not who I am at all. And it never has been.


  Even as a teen, when I so desperately wanted it to end, I never wanted to end me. Instead I wanted to get lost inside myself, to find that safe place and to cling to talismans that would protect me from the nightmares.


  My whole life, I’ve managed to keep a tight hold, with only two exceptions—Atlanta and right now.


  And there’s Jackson Steele right in the middle, sending me battering about as if he is a storm and I am nothing more than a cork bobbing in violent waters.


  I get out of the car and walk to the edge, then look down at the lights of the world. The houses where happy people sleep through dreamless nights.


  I am jealous, I realize. And I am alone.


  I close my eyes against a sudden, powerful longing for Jackson. To let him hold and soothe me.


  You’re a fool, I think. A goddamn, messed up fool.


  The purr of an engine pulls me from my thoughts, and I turn to see a black sedan pull into the turnaround.


  I frown. I’m not looking for company, and I’m not stupid. I’m a woman alone in the dark standing beside a pretty damn expensive car. All of which means that this is my cue to leave.


  I get back into the Porsche, lock the doors, and back out.


  The sedan is still there, its engine off, its interior dark.


  But as I turn the wheel so that I can maneuver back onto the street, my headlights sweep over the sedan, and for a moment the interior is illuminated.


  It’s Jackson.


  Somehow, he followed me.


  I grip the steering wheel tighter, expecting a wave of anger.


  But it doesn’t come. Instead, I feel a little less lost. A little bit safe.


  And because of that, I feel a little bit scared.


  I don’t go back to the hotel. Instead, I go home.


  I feel like a sleepwalker as I stand in my front hallway and press the button to open the back patio door. It rolls up, and I move forward in time with the motion.


  I have no idea what I want right now.


  No, that’s not true. I’ve known since the moment my headlights revealed him.


  I want Jackson.


  I want him here beside me. I want him to hold and soothe me. But I can’t have what I want, not only because of this ridiculous game that we are locked in, but because there is no future there. In the end, he will have his revenge and leave. Or I will push him away, my only defense against my fears and insecurities, those horrible demons with which I cannot live, and that I do not know how to fight.


  Either way, I will be alone.


  And that’s why I am here on my patio, my blanket wrapped tight around me, and my eyes closed in the hope that sleep might find me.


  Sylvia.


  I smile, letting the sound of my name on his lips slide into my dreams. I feel the press of a hand on my shoulder, gentle but firm, and I take a long, deep breath. These are not the cold fingers of a nightmare, but the warm and soothing touch of that knight I so often imagine. I shift, pulling the blanket up under my chin, wanting to go deeper into this place of safety that I so rarely find in sleep.


  Sylvia. Baby, wake up.


  I stir, confused, then open my eyes to find Jackson’s blue ones looking back at me, full of concern.


  “There you are,” he says gently.


  “I—” Since I have no idea what I intended to say, I stop talking. But I force myself to sit up and peer at him and convince myself that he’s not a figment of my imagination. “You came after me,” I say. “In the car. On the road.”


  “Of course I did.” His voice is as gentle as a breeze.


  “How?”


  A tiny smile plays across his lips. “Ever heard of OnStar?”


  “You tracked your car.”


  “I’ve got a Lexus, too,” he says. “You ran out on me in one car, I followed you in another.”


  “To make sure your Porsche was safe?” I ask, unable to keep the challenge out of my voice.


  “No.” He brushes his thumb over my cheek. “I wasn’t worried about my car.”


  “But you didn’t get out. You just sat there.”


  “I thought you wanted to be alone.”


  “You’re here now,” I say.


  “I thought you’d been alone long enough.”


  I actually smile, which feels pretty good. Then I push myself up, so that I’m sitting instead of lounging. “How did you get in?”


  “You left your front door wide open,” he says. “Good thing this is a security building and nobody can get through the gate.”


  “You’re still not going to tell me how you managed that?”


  “A magician never shares his secrets.” He’s been kneeling beside me, but now he stands up. “You’re better now?” he asks, and when I nod, he steps back into the apartment.


  I fight a sharp pang of panic as I shift on the lounger so that I can look inside, then sag with relief when I see that he isn’t leaving but getting something out of my refrigerator.


  “Corkscrew?” he asks, then immediately answers himself. “Got it. Never mind.”


  A moment later, he returns with two glasses of white wine. He hands one to me, then uses his free hand to pull over the metal folding chair that Cass brought out here the last time she was over.


  He sits, then puts his glass on the concrete next to him. He leans forward, his elbows resting on his knees. He looks completely casual and totally in control, and every ounce of his attention is focused on me.


  “We’re done, Sylvia,” he says, and I jolt bolt upright.


  “What? No! You told Damien, and I—I agreed to—you know. Dammit, Jackson, you can’t just quit. You can’t—” I am starting to rise, but he takes my arm and tugs me back down.


  “Not the resort,” he says calmly. “I’ll design a magnificent resort for you. But this,” he says, gesturing between the two of us.


  I shake my head, not understanding. Because surely after everything, he isn’t tossing away all of his demands and ultimatums.


  Is he?


  He reaches for his glass, then stands and walks to the railing. He stops there, so that he is silhouetted against the now-gray sky. “You fucked me up, Sylvia, it doesn’t get more basic than that. I said this was about revenge, and it is. It was. I wanted to punish you for leaving me. For leaving me for him—for Damien, I thought—and god, how I wanted to punish you.”


  “But I didn’t. Not like that. I told you.”


  “And I believe you. But that wasn’t all of it. Because I still wanted to make you pay for hurting me. Hell, for hurting both of us,” he says, and I can’t help but wince, because what he says is true.


  “But it wasn’t all about punishment.” He takes a sip of wine, then sets the glass down. “Do you need to hear it plainly? I’ll say it. I want you, Sylvia. As intensely as I wanted you in Atlanta. And the moment I saw you in the theater, I knew that I was willing to make any deal I had to in order to get you close.”


  His words are punctuated by each step he takes toward me. “Did I want your submission? Did I want you naked and willing beneath me? Hell, yes. I still do. But that’s not the whole of it. I want to make you feel. To make you laugh. I want to see that fire that burns in you. I want you to look at me the way you did five years ago. And, Sylvia? I want you to stay.”


  My chest is tight, and I am having a hard time breathing.


  “But I want none of that if the cost is hurting you.”


  He reaches down and cups my chin in his hand, his expression so tender it makes my heart squeeze. “So there will be no deal. No game. No conditions put on my agreement to work on the resort. I will still do my best to seduce you,” he adds with a tender smile. “But I can’t be the one who brings you more pain.”


  I open my mouth to speak, but I cannot. I can only shake my head, wanting to deny what he has so obviously seen.


  His takes my hand, and though it is only our fingers that are touching, it feels as though his strength is running through me. “I’ve seen the lock, the tattoo, and I can guess what it means. I should have guessed in Atlanta.”


  I look away, unable to meet his eyes.


  “You shouldn’t have to bear that kind of burden. And if I added to the weight of it, I am so damn sorry.”


  I look at him now, my throat thick and my eyes burning. “You didn’t,” I say. “Not really. Oh, god.” I draw in a breath and raise my hand to my mouth, then bite down on the soft flesh at the base of my thumb. “I want to cry—I really, really want to cry right now. I’m full up with tears,” I say, feeling almost like I’m drowning in my own emotions.


  “Then let go,” he says, moving to sit beside me and gathering me in his arms.


  I manage a half-laugh, then press close. “I can’t. I haven’t cried since I was fourteen.”


  He pushes a lock of hair off my forehead, then slowly trails his fingers down my shoulder to my back. “‘It is some relief to weep,’” he quotes. “Ovid.”


  I draw in a stuttering breath, picturing the tattoo in my mind. The delicate blue tears. The precise lines of the script in which Cass had inked that quote upon the shoulder blade where his hand now rests.


  “It would be relief,” I say with an ironic smile. “If I could manage it.”


  “It’s some relief, too, to talk about it,” he says. He strokes my hair, and despite everything, I feel safe. “Can you tell me who?”


  I close my eyes, because I don’t want to think about it.


  Except that’s stupid, because somehow, some way, I seem to always be thinking of it.


  “Was it your brother?”


  “No!” The answer is fast and vehement and true. “No, Ethan doesn’t even know about it.” I can hear the panic in my voice. Oh, god, if Ethan ever found out the real story … I shiver, as determined as always to protect my baby brother.


  “I saw the way you looked at dinner after you got his text.”


  “He’s coming in a few weeks. He wants us to go visit our parents. They’re in Irvine. They moved there from Brentwood when Ethan graduated from high school.”


  “And that’s bad?”


  I take a deep breath and remind myself that not only am I awake, but Jackson has handed me back control on a silver platter. I can talk about this, and I will be okay.


  “Not Irvine—as far as I’m concerned distance is good. And I can’t wait to see my little brother. He was really sick when he was a kid, and we were incredibly close. He—he got better.”


  I draw in a breath, determined not to think about the price of my brother’s health. “Complete recovery,” I say, hurrying on with my story. “And he’s been living in London for over a year now.”


  “But not your parents.”


  I look down and realize that I’ve twisted my hands together so much my fingers hurt. “The man—the one who raped me—” I take a breath, realizing that I haven’t said that word since I told Cass this same story. “He was a friend of my father’s. I called him Bob.” Just saying the name makes me shiver. “And I got a job with him when I was a freshman. My dad set it up. So I’m not very good with the family-dynamic thing. I kind of shut myself off, you know?”


  He nods. “So you were fourteen?”


  “Yes.” I keep my voice matter-of-fact. The only way to get through this is to just say it. Like I’m summarizing business documents. “It started then.”


  I see the way he flinches at the word “started,” and I’m grateful he doesn’t ask how long it went on.


  “And your parents?”


  “I haven’t told anybody,” I say, which isn’t actually an answer to his question. “I told my friend Cass, but that’s it.”


  “No professionals? No therapy?”


  “I’m not interested in spilling my troubles to strangers. No way am I handing that kind of intimacy and control to someone I don’t even know.”


  “You need help.”


  “I’ve got my own kind of therapy. I’ll be fine.”


  “But you’re not fine,” he says reasonably, and the worry is plain on his face.


  I turn away. He’s right, of course, but I’m not going to admit it.


  “All right, then. If you won’t get help from a professional, you’ll get it from me.”


  “Jackson …”


  “What? I’m the problem? I’m not. I’m the man who—”


  My chest tightens, hearing a word that he hasn’t said. “What?”


  He hesitates. “I’m the man who’ll fight your demons,” he says, and I can’t help but smile. Because in my mind, that is who he has always been. In reality, though …


  “A nice sentiment,” I say, “but I’m already fighting them.”


  “Are you? Because from where I’m sitting, you’re not winning.”


  “Please,” I say, and I can hear the strain in my voice. “Can we just drop it? At least for now?”


  The expression on his face is so wretched it almost tears me in two. “I made it so much worse for you,” he says, then kneels beside me and cups my face. “I’m sorry.”


  “No. You haven’t. I just need it out of my head for a while.”


  “You need rest. Come on. I’m going to carry you to bed. Nobody should be up this early on a Sunday.”


  He shifts so that he can stand, and I press my hand against his thigh.


  “Wait.”


  The muscle of his thigh is tense beneath my hand, like a spring ready to explode. His entire body seems to quiver with the struggle of restraint, and when his eyes meet mine, I see the moment when realization hits him. “No,” he says, his voice as taut as a wire. “That’s not what you want. Not now.”


  “Please,” I say, because right then he is exactly what I need. “Help me fight my demons. Tuck me up in bed like a child and it will feel like he’s won. Like he’s taken something from me.”


  He cocks his head, his blue eyes as sharp as lasers and at least as penetrating. I hold his gaze, wanting him to see not only what I need, but what I want.


  “Please,” I repeat after another moment clicks by. “Don’t you get it? I wanted you so desperately last night, but not like that. Not when it felt like revenge. Like you wanted to fuck me out of your head or something.”


  “Oh, baby.” He cups my cheek in his palm. “I never wanted you out of my head. Just the opposite. I wanted you too damn much.”


  “Then stay with me.” I don’t have the words to tell him how much I need this. How much I need him. And I can only hope that he can hear it in my voice. “I need you. And oh, dear god, I’ve missed you.”


  “Sylvia.” My name is so soft that it’s little more than air upon his lips. Then he cups my head in both hands and pulls me toward him. “I’m going to make love to you, Syl. And if you don’t want me to do that, you need to say something right now.”


  I say nothing, merely tilt my head back and part my lips in silent invitation.


  And when he bends his head to mine—when he brushes his lips softly over my mouth as if testing this new reality—I cannot help the moan of acquiescence and pleasure.


  I lift my arms to wrap around his neck, then pull him closer. I know what I am risking—only a few hours ago, the nightmares had sent me running, literally, for the hills.


  But it is morning now, and I do not intend to sleep anytime soon.


  And when the nightmares do inevitably find me … Well, I guess it will be worth it.


  fourteen


  Jackson’s mouth closes over mine, his lips soft, yet demanding. But right now, no demand is required, and I surrender eagerly, opening my mouth to him, welcoming him. Letting him fill me, taste me, consume me.


  His hands are on the chaise, one on the back support and the other on the cushion near my waist. Our bodies touch only at our lips, and yet every inch of me is alive with awareness, as if there is not even the tiniest bit of flesh that he has not explored and brought to life with his finger, his lips, his tongue.


  He breaks the kiss, then sits beside me as I gasp, trying to remember who and where I am. “I’m going to take you inside,” he says, even as he moves to gather me up.


  “No.” I push his arms away, the plea clear in both the word and my tone. “No, I want to stay.”


  “You have neighbors,” he says, though I don’t really. My balcony is private on both sides, and though it is theoretically possible that someone is on top of the roof of one of the retail buildings across the street and looking this direction and through the glass barrier with a pair of binoculars at four in the morning, I highly doubt it.


  I say nothing, just take his hand, and tug him toward me.


  “That’s what you want?”


  “Yes.”


  He lifts a brow. “I suppose that’s fair. In our original deal, you belonged to me. So for this morning, I’m entirely yours.”


  I lick my lips. “Entirely?”


  His smile manages to be both devious and sensual. “Tell me what you want, Sylvia. Exactly what you want.”


  I meet his eyes. “Undress me,” I demand.


  His mouth curves up, his eyes bright. “At your service,” he says as his fingers work down the buttons of my dress.


  He makes a quick job of it, doing no more and no less than removing my dress, and since I had burst out of the hotel in nothing else, I am now completely naked.


  But there had been nothing sensual about his movements. No seduction. No stolen caresses. And though I am frustrated at first, I soon realize what he is doing. Despite his promise, Jackson Steele is still playing games.


  “Stroke me,” I say. “Draw your fingers over my belly and down to my sex. But not quite there. I want to be teased. I want you to take me to the edge.”


  “Do you?” His brow arches up as he considers my words. “Well then, I think we can manage that.”


  I smile, then lay my head back and close my eyes, losing myself to his touch as he gently trails his fingers over my flesh, the touch light and enticing and full of promise. He draws small circles on my abdomen, then trails down in spirals to my pubis. His fingers trace the triangle of trimmed hair, and I gasp from the sensual, almost ticklish touch of his fingertip along the juncture of groin and thigh.


  He cheats a bit when he bends low and blows a thin stream of air directly on my clit, but the sensation is too incredible for me to complain about breaking rules, and I only arch up in a silent demand for more, which, thankfully, he understands.


  The cool air on my hot clit is mind-blowing, and I spread my legs, wanting his mouth, his tongue.


  “No,” he whispers. “I want to hear you say it.”


  “Lick me,” I beg. “Go down on me. Please, Jackson, god, please.”


  Thankfully, he doesn’t hesitate, and he takes my sex in his mouth, his tongue laving me, drawing me higher and higher with gentle flicks upon my clit. Thrusting his tongue into me with so much force, so much power, that I’m not sure I can stand it. But it’s not his tongue that I want, because all I desire in that moment is for him to fill me, wholly and completely.


  “Jackson.” I close my fingers in his hair and tug his head up so that his eyes meet mine. “Kiss me,” I demand. “Fuck me.”


  His slow smile sets my skin on fire, and he moves off the chaise to stand beside me. Slowly, he takes off his shirt, then peels off his slacks, his briefs. He stands there, naked and erect and with such longing on his face that I do not know how either of us will survive this night, because I am certain that when we come together the explosion will destroy us both.


  “I don’t have a condom,” he says.


  I reach for him. “I don’t care. I want you. And if you say it’s okay, then I believe you.”


  “It’s okay,” he says, then moves on top of me. He starts low, his lips on my hip, then kisses his way up my body, stopping at my breast to lick and tug and tease so much that the sensation shoots through me, all the way to my clit, and I have to stop him for fear that I will come right then.


  His cock is hard between my legs. I spread my thighs, wanting him to find my center, and when he does, I toss my head back and gasp. In that moment, he captures me with a kiss, then thrusts inside me.


  My body captures him, draws him in, and as his tongue thrusts inside my mouth, his cock pounds into me, harder and harder as if every moment of the last five years is hidden in each thrust.


  This isn’t like before. It’s not revenge sex. It’s not make-up sex.


  It’s need and demand and lust and passion. It’s us. And it finally feels right.


  His touch—our connection—sends me spiraling up faster than I wanted, and yet at the same time I have no desire to hold back. I want the explosion. I want him. I want everything that we have shared and will share.


  I want the world, and with Jackson I do not think that is too much to ask.


  And with that thought, I shatter, exploding like a billion pieces of colored glass as he slides against me, filling me, touching my core—and then, oh yes, finding his own release inside me.


  He stays over me for a moment as the colors fall like stars around us. His arms tense as they support his weight above me. He watches me, his expression so tender that I wish once again I could cry, because it seems as if there is no other release for all the emotion I’m feeling.


  “Sylvia.”


  It’s all he says. Just my name. But it holds a world of meaning. And when he lowers himself and I curl close to him, I draw in a sigh and know that, right then at least, I am content.


  I do not know how long we lay there, naked on the chaise. I haven’t slept. Instead, I’ve simply felt Jackson’s touch as I look out at the moon reflecting on the Pacific’s waves in the distance, with the deep gray of the sky reaching down to touch the water. “I want a house,” I say, though I don’t know what made me think of it. “I want a rooftop patio and I want it in the hills. Somewhere with a lot of land, but a view of the ocean.”


  “Already tired of your new place, and you haven’t even unpacked?”


  I reach for the blanket and pull it up to ward off the nighttime chill. It is almost not necessary, though. Jackson is like a furnace, and his heat warms me as I curl against him, my cheek to his chest, so that I hear both his heartbeat and the reverberation of his voice when he speaks.


  “I love this place,” I say. “But I want to see the stars. I want a velvet black sky. And I want to be able to hear the sound of the ocean’s waves breaking.” I start to mention that I hold Damien and Nikki’s Malibu house up as the gold standard, but decide that perhaps this isn’t the moment to bring my boss into the conversation.


  “You have a star,” he says, dragging his foot up so that he can rub his toes along my ankle and the small tattoo that has been there since high school. “And a lovely crescent moon.”


  “Starlight Girls’ Academy,” I say.


  “I’ve heard of it. Beverly Hills, right?”


  “I managed to get a scholarship,” I say. “I went there for my sophomore, junior, and senior years.”


  “Boarding school,” he says, and I hear the understanding in his voice.


  Starlight Girls’ Academy is one of the most prestigious prep schools in Southern California, and the moment I learned that it offered full scholarships—with room and board—I’d killed myself to ace the entrance exams. My high school counselor had been astounded when I’d done well enough to be offered an interview—I’d nailed middle school, but I’d checked out my freshman year, doing only enough to get by and not making any close friends. But I’d been highly motivated, and I’d been bright and perky and social and witty during the interview.


  I’d been accepted, and I’d kicked academic ass in order to maintain my GPA and stay in the program.


  “I couldn’t stay in my parents’ house any longer,” I admit, after I’ve told him the story. “So the tattoo was like a celebration. Me marking the transition. But the truth is I didn’t fit in at Starlight, either.” We wore uniforms during school hours, but had a great deal of freedom on weekends and holidays. Fashion and boys were the thing, and I wasn’t interested in either. Instead, I hid behind boring clothes, never dated, and used to lie about having a skin condition so that I wouldn’t have to wear makeup.


  “And your parents? They didn’t realize what was going on?”


  “They had their hands full with my brother,” I said. “I think they were a little relieved I wasn’t in the house anymore. He was finally recovering and they didn’t have to feel guilty about focusing all their parental attention on him.” Not exactly the truth, but close enough.


  “And the rape? That was over? Or did it end when you went away to school?” I hear the tight control in his voice, so taut it is like a rubber band stretched almost to the breaking point.


  “Summer before my freshman year,” I say. “It stopped then.” I don’t say why, and he doesn’t ask. But I do pull the blanket tighter around my shoulders, then glance at his face only to find him looking back at me with a fierce intensity.


  “What?”


  “You’re cold.”


  “I’m fine.”


  He shifts to a sitting position, then stands. I raise a brow. “More wine?”


  “No.” He bends, then slides an arm under my legs and puts the other behind my back. I gasp as he lifts me, then cradles me against his chest.


  “Jackson, I’m fine. I like it out here.”


  “I’ll find you a castle with your starlight view,” he says. “Right now you’re cold.”


  “I’m not,” I say. “I have a blanket. I have you. I—” I stop, because I have tilted my head back and I see his face, and an odd mixture of ferocity and helplessness that makes my heart twist almost painfully. “Jackson?”


  “Please,” he says. “Let me take care of you.”


  I think of all that I have lived with—all that I have survived. I’ve had a lifetime to get used to it, and yet it still knocks me sideways. I just dumped it on him, and not even all of it. On a man who, despite everything, cares about me. And, despite my assurance to the contrary, fears that he somehow made it worse for me.


  “Yes,” I say as I close my eyes and lean my cheek against his chest. “I am a little cold.”


  He takes me back into the condo and through to the bedroom. Then very gently, he places me on the bed. “Under,” he says, lifting the covers.


  I look over at him. Naked. Semi-erect. And in that moment I can think only that he is perfection come to life.


  I shake my head. “Nope. You wanted me warm, I think it’s only fair that you warm me up, not pawn the job off on some blanket.”


  He chuckles. “Do you? Well, I’m all about fairness.” With his eyes never leaving mine, he crawls onto the bed, straddling me, then he kisses me long and hard and deep.


  “I think I like warming you up,” he says as he sits up, kneeling over my waist so that his cock rests enticingly on my belly.


  I glance down, then lift my brow in question. “Do you want?”


  “Do I want what?”


  He knows what I’m offering, I’m certain of it. He just wants to hear me say it.


  “Do you want me to suck your cock?”


  His brow lifts, as if in surprise at my boldness. “Desperately,” he says, as he reaches down to stroke my skin in a lazy pattern. “But right now, I just want to bury myself in you.”


  “Oh,” I say as he sweetly—so deliciously sweetly—eases inside me. I gasp in welcome and surprise, then move with him. Our movements are slow and sensual, but there is nothing gentle about my reaction. I’m rising up, buoyed by a web of dancing sparks and wild colors. He’s taking me to the edge, bringing me to the pinnacle. And as my body clenches tight around him, drawing him in deeper, silently begging him to take me further, I once again find release in the arms of this man I have always wanted, and so desperately missed.


  When I feel as if I can move again, I roll sideways and glance at the clock. It is almost five. “We’ve stayed up the entire night.”


  “Complaining?” He brushes a kiss over my lips, then sits up and stretches.


  “Nope.” I move as well, but I don’t sit up. Instead I raise my arms above my head and stretch luxuriously all the way from my fingers to my toes.


  “Hold that thought,” he says as he trails a fingertip lightly up my leg. “I barely got started.”


  “Started?”


  He traces a finger over the ribbon tattoo, then along the edge of the lock. And then, with the muscles of my belly tightening as he finger-walks up my torso, he bends to gently kiss the new flame that lights my breast. “I can’t help but think I’m following a path. These. The moon on your ankle. All the rest.”


  He’s right, of course. And yet I say nothing.


  “Is this what you do?” he asks. “Your own kind of therapy?”


  “What?”


  “That’s what you said,” he reminds me. “I said you needed help. You said you had your own kind of therapy. Am I looking at it?”


  I lick my lips. He knows—obviously he understands—so why am I still so hesitant to admit it to him? “Why do you think that?” I swing my legs off the bed, then stand. My robe is still on the floor from the last time I wore it, and I bend to pick it up. I shove my arms through the sleeves and tie the sash tight around my waist.


  “I understand the concept of self-medicating,” he says.


  I turn as he gets off the bed and walks to me, completely naked and not the least bit self-conscious. “How?” I ask, then realize I already know the answer. I brush my fingertip lightly over his knuckles as he reaches for the sash on my robe.


  “Jackson …”


  “Yes,” he says, but whether he’s referring to my unspoken question or the unfastening of my robe, I do not know. He lifts his hands, then eases the robe off my shoulders so it falls to the floor and I am standing naked before him.


  Slowly, almost reverently, he looks over my front. His fingertip grazes the two tattoos on the swell of my right breast. The new flame and a much older female symbol twined with a rose. Then he moves lower, gently running his fingertip along the red ribbon design that has been there since before Atlanta.


  “You told me this was just a random design,” Jackson says. “Now tell me the truth.”


  The truth.


  The thought makes me shiver, and I know that I am not ready to go there yet. Not completely. And yet I don’t want to run from the question or the man. On the contrary, I want to move in closer. I want to feel his arms around me, and I want to get lost, safe in the warmth that is Jackson.


  And so I tell him. The core of it, at least. “They’re triumphs,” I say. “Reminders, anyway.”


  “I see.” He steps closer, then slides his hand around my waist until his palm is pressed flat over the intertwined J and S that are inked on my lower back. “And this? Does this mark a triumph, too?”


  “No.” The word is raw, pushed out past a wall of emotion. “No,” I say, “that one is a memory.” I draw in a breath for courage and then meet his eyes. “It’s the only part of you I could take with me, and I didn’t want to ever be without it.”


  For a moment, he just looks at me. Then he pulls me close and kisses me hard. He scoops me up and carries me back to the bed, then gathers me close. “I found you curled up in the bathroom, and you wouldn’t let me help you.”


  “I’m sorry.” My voice is small, and I hate that I did that to him. Because he’s right. I’d been freaked and scared and I’d wanted only to get out of there.


  “You wouldn’t tell me anything. You just said that I had to do something for you. You said it was important.”


  I swallow. “It was.” I blink, wishing desperately that I could cry. “I had to ask you to leave. It couldn’t be me who left. You would have followed me.”


  A muscle in his cheek twitches. “Christ, Syl. We’ve wasted a lot of time.”


  “No,” I say, and I can see the surprise on his face. “I had to make you leave. I couldn’t handle it.” I draw in a shaky breath as I try to gather my courage. “I’m scared, Jackson. This,” I say, gesturing between the two of us. “What if it is a mistake?”


  “It’s not.”


  “You don’t know that. No,” I say when I see that he is about to interrupt. “I let myself go with you once, and I regretted it. I lost control when I shouldn’t have lost control. I was overwhelmed. There was—is—this intensity between us, and it was too much, because it just got all tied up with everything.”


  I’m talking fast, the words spilling out, and I’m not sure he understands because I’m not sure I understand myself. “I felt unanchored, and then I felt stupid because I knew I shouldn’t have opened that door in the first place. I should have never left the pandas. And then it built and built until the nightmares came. The nightmares. The fears. All the goddamn memories, and—”


  I cut myself off, biting down hard on my lower lip and looking away because I don’t know how to say this. I don’t know how to say that maybe this moment between us that felt so incredible is wrong. Is bad. Is a mistake that’s just going to rip us apart all over again. “I couldn’t handle it,” I finally say. “And I’m scared I won’t be able to handle it again.”


  “What did you regret?” His voice is soft and gentle, in sharp contrast to my tone of rising hysteria.


  I shake my head. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “You said earlier that you let yourself go with me, and that you regretted it. So did you regret the nightmares? Or did you regret leaving?”


  “I—” My breath hitches, and I look away.


  “No,” he says gently. “Talk to me, Syl. I can’t help if you don’t talk to me.”


  “I’m not asking for help.”


  “No, you’re not. But you’ll have it anyway.”


  I close my eyes and take his hand, then close my fingers tight around his. “Leaving.” I take a breath, then open my eyes and look at him. “I regretted leaving every single day. And at the same time, I didn’t. Because staying would have destroyed me.”


  “Oh, baby.” He pulls me close against him and presses a kiss to the top of my head. “I don’t know what’s hiding in your nightmares, but I will help you fight them.”


  “I thought you were an architect, not a shrink.”


  “I know a thing or two about the lingering scars of childhood,” he says. “My childhood was nothing like yours. But it still qualified as shit.”


  I look at him, this man I’d always seen as so strong, and the vulnerability I see makes my heart twist. “Will you tell me?”


  “I’m a bastard.” He shrugs. “That’s pretty much the sum total of it. And I mean that in the original sense of the word. My mother had an affair with a married man. Got pregnant. Had me.”


  “So you never knew your dad?” As much as I often wished I’d never known my father, that still wasn’t a fate I’d want for a child. “Oh, no. I knew him. Knew my father. Knew all about his other family. I was two when my half-brother was born, and I knew every goddamn thing about him, and I wasn’t allowed to say a single word.”


  “My god.” I’m trying to imagine what that would be like and failing. “My god,” I say again.


  “Yeah, that pretty much sums it up. You could say it pissed me off, especially when I could see so plainly how much of my father’s attention my brother was getting, and how very little of his time was spent with me. I got angry. Very angry. The kind that explodes out. The kind that’s dangerous.”


  I can’t help the way my gaze darts to the cut on his cheek.


  He sees and flashes a rueful grin. “I turned anger into fights.”


  “Jackson …”


  He takes my hand, then kisses my palm. “And I channeled control into sex.”


  I lift a brow. “Did you? I hadn’t noticed.”


  “I guess I’ll have to try to be more obvious.” He gently strokes the hand he still holds. “My point is that when I realized I couldn’t fight all the shit that was in my past—in my head—I embraced it instead. You need to do the same.”


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “I think you do. Fight back. You have nightmares? Don’t run from them. Battle them. You’re strong, Sylvia. Strong enough not to be defeated by your own head.”


  “It’s not my head,” I say. “It’s my history.”


  “And what is history but a memory, and usually a false one at that? What’s that saying? That history is written by the victor? Write your own history, Sylvia. And when you do, make yourself the hero.”


  I don’t answer, because I’m not sure I want to talk about it, much less think about it.


  Instead, I deflect by reaching up to trace my finger across the scar that runs from his brow to his hairline. I’d noticed it at the premiere, and had yet to ask him about it. Now that he’s mentioned his fights, I can’t help but wonder what flash of anger translated into this injury.


  “When?” I say nothing more. I know he will understand my question.


  “About twelve hours after you told me to walk away.”


  I only nod, not trusting myself to speak as my fingers drift down to gently touch his cheek. “This one is new.”


  “After I met your friend Louis,” he says, confirming what I already suspected.


  “Does the other guy look worse?”


  “I assure you, he does.”


  I meet his eyes. “Maybe you need help, too. You can’t just go on beating people up.”


  The corner of his mouth quirks up. “I promise you I’m not accosting random tourists on the street. I belong to a gym. There’s a boxing club. And no, I’m not talking about the kind of gym that has a smoothie bar and twenty-eight elliptical machines. Heavy bags, speed bags, free weights.”


  He strokes my cheek. “I’m doing just fine.”


  I picture the kind of dirty, grimy gym you see in so many movies, where guys are getting their faces smashed in. It’s not a picture I like. I lift my hand to cover his so that I feel the warmth of his skin on my face. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”


  “Oh, baby. They can’t hurt me. Don’t you know that you’re the only one who’s ever managed to tear me to shreds?”


  fifteen


  I wake with a jolt, my heart pounding in defense against the lingering clutch of fear.


  I reach out, groping for Jackson, and as I do, I realize that it is not the cold fingers of a nightmare that cling to me, but the fear that Jackson has left.


  “Now there’s a lovely picture,” he says, and his voice sends unexpected waves of relief coursing through me.


  He hasn’t left—and I didn’t have a nightmare.


  Thank god, thank god, thank god.


  I realize that I’ve been lying stretched across the bed, my hip and thigh uncovered. I sit up, pulling the sheet over my breasts for modesty, which is ridiculous considering how thoroughly he explored every inch of me. I lean against the headboard and sigh in pleasure as I watch him move toward me, barefoot and shirtless in only his jeans, the top button open to reveal just a hint of the hair that arrows down toward a very enticing bulge.


  I’m enjoying the view so much that a full second passes before I realize that he’s holding out a cup of coffee. I take it gratefully, then smile when I realize there’s already cream in it. “You remembered.”


  “I remember a lot of things.” He gestures for me to slide over, then gets in beside me when I do. “For one thing, I remember that we’re supposed to be at your boss’s house in two hours, and it’s a half-hour drive with no traffic. Which means that it’s always an hour drive.”


  “We didn’t get much sleep.”


  “And yet I feel surprisingly energized,” he says, then brushes his hand over my hair.


  I sigh and lean against him, amazed at how quickly things have shifted between us. This feels like it did in Atlanta. It feels like we fit. And even though I’m still scared, this time I don’t want to run. Instead, I want to cling tighter.


  “Can I ask you something?”


  “Anything,” he says.


  “You came after me last night. When I took off for Mulholland, I mean. But you didn’t come after me in Atlanta.”


  “That was different. You told me to leave, you didn’t run out. And you made me promise.”


  “Yes,” I say. “I did.”


  “Did you want me to break my word?”


  “No—I couldn’t have handled it.”


  “But?”


  I shake my head, both amazed and a little irritated at how easily he reads me.


  “But you wish that I had anyway, just so that you would have known that I cared?” His words hang soft and fragile between us.


  “It’s stupid, I know.” But I cannot deny that it’s true.


  “I would have,” he says, moving away from me to stand up. He moves to the far wall and the window that now glows with the light of morning. “The truth is that back then I would have said fuck the promise and gone after you.” He turns to face me. “But you’d gone to him.”


  “Dammit, Jackson. I was never with Damien that way. If you don’t believe me—”


  “I do. You told me earlier, and I do. I believe you. But back then I thought otherwise.”


  I consider what he says as I slide out of the bed and walk naked to him. “Was that why you said no? To the resort here and in the Bahamas? You thought I was Damien’s mistress or something?”


  “Partly, but there was more to it than that.”


  “The land deals.”


  He cocks his head. “Let’s just say that outside of the context of the Cortez resort, Stark and I are at cross-purposes.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You know what? It doesn’t matter.” He lets his gaze drift slowly over me, so that the heat from his inspection seems to touch every part of my body, firing every molecule and making me forget just what the hell we were talking about, anyway. “I’m about to invite you into the shower with me. Which means that the last thing I want to be discussing is Damien Stark.”


  “Oh,” I say, sliding into his arms. “You have a very good point.”


  He’d turned on the shower before he made the coffee, and when we go into my bathroom, it’s already warm and cozy and steamy, just the way I like it.


  Jackson strips off his jeans and I follow him in, then press close as his arms go around me, letting the sluice of water drench my hair and run over my face and body. I imagine it’s washing away the past, leaving open the way for a future with this man.


  I tilt my head back and close my eyes, and that is when I feel his lips brush mine.


  “No time, remember?”


  “I’ll be fast,” he says, then captures my mouth with his even as one of his hands slides down to stroke my sex.


  I’m wet and ready, and all I can manage is a simple word, “yes.”


  His hands close over my breasts as he moves me back so that I am pressed against the tile. Then he lifts one of my legs so that my calf is over his hip, and I am open to him. I do not want to wait. I reach for him, then stroke my hand down the length of his erection, taking satisfaction in the way his expression goes hard, as if he’s on the edge of something spectacular. Because he is—and because I am the one who is taking him there.


  “Now,” I say, urging him closer, demanding he fill me, then crying out in surprise and pleasure when he finds my core and thrusts inside me.


  “Faster, Jackson. Harder.” I am crazed with need of him, and when he holds on to my ass so that he can thrust more deeply, I hook my other leg around him, then gasp again and again as with each thrust I am slammed up against the warm tile wall.


  Until finally, I feel his body tighten and he explodes inside me, and it is my name that I hear on his lips.


  “Come on,” I say when his eyes are no longer glassy. “We need to get going.”


  “Not just yet,” he says, reaching for the handheld shower and turning it to a steady pulse. “I don’t think you’re quite ready yet.”


  “Jackson …” I’m too ready, too sensitive, and I’m not at all sure that I can handle what he has in mind. But this is not a morning for mercy, and when he pulls out of me and I settle one foot back on the shower mat, he keeps hold of my other leg, then aims the pulsating jet at my clit.


  “Oh, god, oh, Christ, oh, Jackson.”


  I clutch his shoulders, my body shaking with a growing pleasure that is almost too much to bear.


  “If we’re in a hurry, I can stop.” His lips are right by my ear, and he highlights the words by tracing his tongue along the edge of my ear, making me even more crazy. “Is that what you want?”


  “Don’t you dare,” I say. “But, Jackson, oh, please, I’m so damn close.”


  “Then let’s see what I can do.” He puts the handheld back, then drops to his knees. With one of my legs over his shoulder, he closes his mouth intimately on me, and it is that combination of his tongue, his lips, his touch that pulls me that final distance. My body shatters as a million volts pour through me, ripping me apart so that I am nothing more than atoms spinning in space. Nothing more than heat and desire lost in the arms of this man.


  “Wow,” I say. “I don’t even care if we’re late.”


  “Convenient,” he says. “Because neither do I. Still, the man is your boss. We should probably make an effort.”


  I nod, then reach for a towel once he has turned off the shower. Outside the glass enclosure, I drop the towel in favor of my robe. I’m about to tie it when I look down and notice the red ribbon tattoo.


  Jackson is a few feet away, a towel wrapped around his hips as he runs a comb through his hair.


  “Come here,” I say.


  He turns, but I simply crook a finger.


  “At your service,” he says with a small smile, but I can see the curiosity on his face.


  I take his hand, then trace his index finger over the red ribbon.


  “Theo Stiles. Kevin Carter. Dan Weiss.” I give him the names as I brush his finger over each of the initials. “I didn’t answer you earlier.”


  “Boyfriends?” he asks, though I can tell by his tone that he knows they were not.


  “Weapons,” I say. “Blunt instruments.”


  “Tell me.”


  I wrap my robe tight around me in defense of the cold. But we are still in the steamy bathroom, and there is no chill. It’s Jackson I want, and I go eagerly into his arms when he pulls me in close.


  “I told you how I hid at first,” I say. “After it stopped. In boring clothes and no makeup.”


  I have my cheek pressed against his chest, and I am speaking softly. But I know from the way his body goes stiff that he has heard me just fine. “You didn’t want to be seen.”


  “I would have become invisible if I could.” I draw in air. “My friend Cass is the one who finally got through to me. She told me that the more I hid the more he won.”


  “I think I like your friend.”


  I look up at him, then smile at the warmth in his eyes. “She’s great. Strong, too. Because she managed to pull me out of hell. But there were times—” I cut myself off, suddenly realizing how hard this was to talk about. I move away from him, then press my hands and forehead to the tile and simply breathe.


  “It’s okay,” he says as his hands close over my shoulders. “You don’t have to go on. I think I understand.”


  I shake my head. “You don’t. You can’t possibly.”


  “It was better for a while,” he says. “You proved to yourself that you didn’t have to hide. But it didn’t stay easy. Maybe a man asked you out. Maybe he got too close. Maybe it wasn’t even about sex, but something happened at work or at school. You felt out of control. Like you’d lost the reins of your own life.”


  I squeeze my eyes tight. “How can you know that?” I ask, then turn in his arms so that I can see his face. “How on earth can you possibly—”


  “I saw it, didn’t I? With Louis? I’d knocked you down,” he says with so much self-loathing that I have no choice but to grab his hand and clench it tight. “I’d sent you racing right toward him. Right toward something you could get your head around. That you could control.”


  “And you stopped me, too.”


  He glances down, and I know that he is looking at the red ribbon. “Would you have gone to bed with him?” he asks.


  I think of how lost I’d felt. How turned on I’d been by the way Jackson had touched me, kissed me. And how angry I’d been when he’d offered that deal. “I don’t know,” I whisper. I gather my courage, then lift my head and meet his eyes. “You mess me up, Jackson. No one has ever messed me up the way you do.”


  “Baby,” he says, “I know the feeling.” Gently, he pulls me against him, then holds me close. He is hard, and I feel the press of his erection against me, but this moment isn’t sexual. Instead, it is tender, and I cling to him, feeling cherished for the first time in a long time.


  Five years? Forever?


  For me, I realize, they are the same.


  “I want to make love to you right now,” he says. “I want to hold you and sink deep inside you and make up for five long years without you, when you should have been in my bed,” he says, as my body warms and tingles under the gentle caress of his words. “I want to touch you and please you. I want to hold you and caress you and make you laugh and come and hope and dream. I want to watch your eyes when you soar with me. And then I want to hold you while you sleep and stand guard against your nightmares. I can’t change your past, but I will stand with you to fight your battles now.”


  “Thank you,” I whisper, but I don’t quite meet his eyes.


  He tips my chin back so that I am forced to look at him. “What?”


  I draw a shaky breath. I should have known better than to think I could keep something hidden from this man. “I don’t like being weak.”


  “You’re the strongest person I know, Sylvia. You walked away from us and managed to survive, didn’t you?”


  I know his words are a tease to make me feel better, but there is truth there, too, and I can’t help but think that after surviving the past, this present is my reward.


  “And now we need to get dressed because there’s someplace I want to show you on the way, and if we don’t hurry, we really will be late.”


  He runs the comb through his hair once more, then relinquishes the bathroom so that I can do my hair and makeup.


  I hurry, but it still takes me ten minutes. My hair may be short, but I need various gels and goops to get it the way I want it to look, and then spray to ensure it stays that way. As for my makeup, I’ve never worn a lot, but even my minimal face routine takes time. Finally, I have to find something to wear, a decision I would normally have made last night considering that most of my hanging outfits are still wrinkled from the move or are still folded in random boxes.


  I’m staring in the closet debating, when I suddenly realize that I have the perfect outfit tucked away. I go to the box from which I’d pulled the lingerie last night, take a deep breath, and then pull out the yellow dress. I’d folded it carefully, and that combined with the light material has kept it pretty much wrinkle-free.


  I grab fresh underthings and skip the stockings altogether. I glance at myself in the full-length mirror I’ve propped next to the closet door, and I can’t deny that the dress is flattering. But that’s not why I’m wearing it. The day that Jackson gave me this dress stands as one of the best in my life. He’d filled every moment with heat and wonder, and though I know that he now understands why I left, I want him to realize how much Atlanta meant to me. That despite everything, I’d clung to those memories and my souvenirs of our time together.


  When I’m finally dressed with shoes and jewelry, I step out into the living room to find him fully dressed in the clothes he wore last night. He smells clean, all soap and shampoo and male. And he looks positively gorgeous, tall and lean and sexy as he stands by my back wall and looks out at the bright, crisp afternoon.


  “How the hell do men do that?” I ask, as he turns to look at me. “Just five lousy seconds in the bathroom and you look hot as sin.”


  “And just how hot is sin?”


  “Very.”


  “In that case, thank you for the compliment. And even though you took longer than five minutes, I have to say that it was worth every second. You look incredible. And I especially like the dress,” he adds, just when I think he’s not going to mention it at all.


  He crosses to me, and kisses me lightly. “You saved it.”


  “Are you surprised?”


  “Friday I would have been. Today, I’m not.”


  My smile blooms, and I hook my arms around his neck. “Kiss me now,” I say. “And take me to bed later.”


  He laughs. “How can I resist?” he asks, then closes his mouth over mine.


  sixteen


  I have driven up the Pacific Coast Highway from Santa Monica to Malibu more times than I can count, and yet in Jackson’s Porsche it feels as though this is the very first time.


  “It’s like flying,” I say, my head back in the seat and my eyes closed. “It’s like being free.” I open my eyes long enough to grin at him. “Or at least it is the way you drive.”


  “Vixen,” he retorts, making me laugh.


  “What did you want to show me on the way?” I ask.


  “You’ll just have to wait and see.”


  “Fair enough.” I lean my head back and breathe deeply, and realize that for the first time in a very long time I feel completely content. “You know we need to talk about the resort.”


  “I want to see the island first. Then you can tell me your basic concept.”


  “And Glau’s sketches.”


  “Not interested,” he says, and I bite back a smile. I’d been expecting that answer.


  “You still need to look,” I say. “Aiden or Damien might want your thoughts.”


  I expect another protest, but then he nods. “But not before I see the island. I don’t want anyone else’s vision in my head when I see the raw space. Certainly not Stark’s.”


  I shoot him an annoyed glance. “What is it that bugs you so much about him?”


  “He’s arrogant, for one thing,” Jackson says.


  “So are you.”


  The words are undeniably true, but he only smiles. “Maybe. But I’m also not a man who forgets or forgives easily. Especially when someone skirts the law to get what they want.”


  I must look confused, because he continues. “Atlanta, Sylvia. He swooped in, bought land out from under everybody, and screwed more people than just me.”


  I frown. “Even if that’s true, I don’t believe he did something underhanded. He’ll grab an opportunity, sure, but illegally?”


  “You may work for him, but you don’t know him.”


  I raise my brows. “But you do?”


  “I know enough.” He runs his fingers through his hair. “And I didn’t mean to go off on your boss. Sorry. I just don’t want his ideas in my head when I do my initial walk-through of the site.”


  “Okay.” That much I understand. “Okay. Why don’t we go this afternoon? We’ll have a few hours of daylight after the party. I’ll call Rachel and have her notify security we’ll be on the island, and then get her to send Clark and the helicopter to the Malibu house around three.”


  “Tell her we’ll be on the island,” Jackson says. “But we don’t need the helicopter.”


  “We don’t? Why not?”


  “What? Don’t you think I can handle transportation?”


  I narrow my eyes. “Unless your secret identity is Aquaman, I sincerely doubt that this car turns into a boat. Or a plane, for that matter.”


  “Do you trust me?” He asks the question casually, almost teasingly, but I think I hear an undercurrent of something else. As if we have veered off the topic of transportation and onto something much more serious.


  “Yes,” I say, and realize that I mean it. Trust, however, is an elastic thing. And I am not entirely sure how far mine stretches.


  I think that he is going to say something more, but before he gets the chance, my phone rings. I grab my purse off the floorboard, rummage around, and answer the call.


  “Are you busy?” Cass asks.


  “On our way to Damien and Nikki’s for lunch,” I say.


  “Our way,” she repeats. “So how did it go?”


  “It’s going just fine.” I glance sideways at Jackson, who looks both curious and amused.


  “Fine? Really?”


  I can’t help my laugh. “Yeah, really. Who would have guessed?”


  “How very interesting,” she says with a singsong lilt to her voice.


  “Okay, moving on. What do you need, Cass?”


  “I got an email from Ollie. He wants to meet on Tuesday to talk about the franchise thing.”


  “That’s fabulous.”


  “I’m scared shitless. I don’t know what kind of questions to ask. I’m not even sure why I’m doing this anymore. What if I screw everything up? My dad spent his whole life paying off this place—what if I fuck it all up by trying to expand? I can’t—”


  “Hey. Deep breaths. Nothing’s going to happen on Tuesday. It’s an informational meeting, right? He’ll talk to you about what you want to accomplish, and you’ll ask every question you can think of.”


  “My mind is blank,” she says. “I can’t even remember my own name, how am I supposed to think of intelligent questions?”


  Considering Cass has more business savvy in her little finger than most people have in their entire body, I’m not particularly worried. I can tell that she is, though. Totally Tattoo is her entire life, and the fear of losing it is what has kept her shopping at Goodwill, and has filled her savings account to a point that she actually has the capital to consider expanding.


  “When’s the appointment?”


  “Five. Oh my god, Syl. Can you come with me?”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” I say, mentally reviewing my calendar. “But I don’t know that my questions will be any more on point than yours.”


  “Moral support,” she says. “Thank you, I love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  “And, Syl? I’m glad it’s going fine.”


  She clicks off before I can respond, and I tuck my phone back into my purse.


  “Intelligent questions?”


  “Cass wants to franchise her tattoo parlor and she’s got a meeting with an attorney next Tuesday. She’s incredibly nervous, which would be amusing if it weren’t so important to her. Cass is about as cool and collected as they come.”


  “You’re a good friend.”


  “I hooked her up with Damien’s attorney, and he put one of his guys on it. It works out well because Cass has met him before a couple of times. Orlando McKee. He’s a friend of Nikki’s.”


  “I meant for going with her.”


  “She’d do the same for me. But I’m not sure how much help I’ll be. I’ve never started my own business, and the stuff of Damien’s I’ve worked on is on a much bigger scale.”


  “Why don’t I come with you?”


  I shift in my seat so that I’m looking more directly at him. “Really?”


  “I’ve never franchised anything, but I have started my own business. I can’t promise I’ll be any help, but I think I can manage to come up with at least one or two intelligent questions.”


  I just stare at him for a second.


  “Is that a problem?”


  “I’d really like to kiss you right now.”


  “Well, that’s not a problem,” he says as I lean over in my seat and kiss his cheek. “And it won’t be a problem for Cass, either?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “She’s your best friend. And she just inked that lovely flame on your breast.” He takes his hand off the gear shift and squeezes mine. “I don’t know what you told her, but I can guess. And I doubt that I’m high up on her favorite-person list.”


  “True,” I say. “I guess you’ll just have to treat me really great to earn her respect and admiration.”


  I’m teasing, but there’s no humor in his eyes when he meets mine. “That’s my plan.”


  “Right,” I say, licking my lips as a pleasant warmth washes over me. “Well, okay, then.” I sit quietly for a moment, watching the world go by, the Pacific on my left and the hills rising up on my right. “The truth is we both screwed this whole thing up.”


  “And now we’re trying to fix it.”


  “Lost years,” I say, my words mirroring his from last night.


  He gently strokes my hair. “Maybe we just met too soon. Maybe now we’re ready.”


  “Do you think so?”


  “You let me in last night, didn’t you? You didn’t do that in Atlanta.”


  “We didn’t exactly have time in Atlanta. Two days, remember.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “On the clock, maybe. But there was nothing short about our time together. I knew you, Syl, and you knew me. And in those two days we connected more intimately than I have ever connected with anyone else.”


  I don’t say anything, but he is mirroring my thoughts.


  “That’s why it hurt. That’s why you ran—and that’s why you pissed me off so goddamn much when you came back into my life. Not because you wanted me, but because you wanted what I do.”


  “I never didn’t want you.” My words are a whisper, but I know that he can hear them.


  “I know. I get it.”


  “What I mean is that it’s more than that. I haven’t been with a guy. Not since Atlanta.”


  “I know,” he says.


  “You do? How?”


  When he looks at me, I see infinite understanding in his eyes. “The ribbon tattoo. There are no new initials.”


  “Oh.” I smile, just a little. “You’re right.”


  “Can you tell me why?”


  I lift a shoulder. “Before, I needed it. Something would go wrong in my life. In school or a job interview, and I’d feel so lost and out of control, and I’d have to—”


  “You’d have a Louis moment,” he says.


  I roll my eyes, but can’t deny it. “Yeah, well, that surprised me, too. Because I thought I’d battled it back. I mean, since Atlanta, whenever I felt that way, I’d—oh, fuck.” I cut myself off realizing that I was getting into territory I wasn’t sure I wanted to enter, exposing things I wasn’t sure I wanted to expose.


  “Tell me.” His voice is gentle. “Tell me, Syl, and let’s see if we can’t get past these last five years.”


  I rub my palms over my face, feeling weirdly embarrassed. “It’s just that when I felt that way—lost, I mean—after Atlanta, well, I’d—god, it sounds stupid. But I’d follow you.”


  “Follow me?”


  “Well, not in person. But your buildings. Your career. Everything,” I add, thinking of the bits and pieces of gossip about the women in his personal life that I’d seen over the last five years.


  “Why?”


  It’s a good question, and one I’m not entirely sure I have an answer to. As far as I’m concerned, a dozen shrinks would give a dozen explanations. “I don’t really know. Maybe guilt, like you said. But I think the real reason was that I needed a reminder that I’m strong. If I’d left you and survived, then how could I not survive whatever else life threw at me? And then when I realized that I needed you for the resort …”


  I trail off with a shake of my head and suck in air. “It was like the gods were standing in a circle raising their middle fingers at me, you know? Because I’d survived so much, but the one thing I couldn’t survive was you.”


  “And I went and made it worse for you. I’m sorry.”


  “No. Maybe. A little.” I shrug. “The truth is, we made it worse for each other.” I reach over and take his hand. “And now we’re making it better.”


  “We are. Yes.”


  “Cass was with me at the premiere, by the way.” I speak lightly, hoping to wash off some of the gloom I’ve cast over our drive. “She says you’re hot.”


  “I’m flattered.”


  “You should be. You’re not exactly her type.”


  “Dark hair? Blue eyes? An arrogant bastard?”


  “A guy.”


  “Oh?”


  I roll my eyes at the question in his voice. “She’s just my best friend,” I say. “We’re not … involved.”


  He sighs. “Well, I can still have my ménage fantasies.”


  I laugh, but I can’t deny that his words have gotten all twisted up inside me.


  He must recognize my shift in mood, because he turns in his seat to frown at me. “You know I was joking, right?”


  “About a three-way with me and Cass? Yeah. Besides, she’d twist your balls off if you suggested something like that. She’s a little overprotective of me.”


  “I know the feeling. What I don’t know is where your thoughts went all of a sudden.”


  “Just you and fantasies about women. And, you know, you and women. Forget the fantasies.”


  His finger taps a rhythm on the steering wheel. “I’m reasonably certain you couldn’t be more vague if you tried.”


  “You’ve dated a lot of women.” There. I have spit it out. “Irena Kent, for example. You were even with her at the premiere. It’s all over the press that you’re dating her.” I’d confirmed that myself with a quick internet search after Jamie told me what she knew.


  “Dating her? No. But I was sleeping with her. I’m not anymore.”


  “I see.”


  “Actually, I don’t think you do. I’ve fucked a lot of women, Sylvia. Before and after Atlanta.”


  “And now you’re sleeping with me.” I hear both hurt and jealousy in my voice. And it pisses me off.


  “No.” His voice is hard. Firm. “None of them are like you.”


  “Why not?”


  He takes my hand and lifts it to his lips for a gentle kiss. “Because you matter to me. And I didn’t have anything to prove to them.”


  The words warm me, even though I don’t entirely understand them.


  “What do you have to prove to me?”


  His grin is wide. “I guess you’ll know once I prove it.”


  I shake my head, amused. “How much longer until we get to what you want to show me?”


  “Not much farther.”


  “And no clues?”


  “Not even one,” he says.


  “Fine. In that case I’ll continue to harass you about old girlfriends.”


  “Oh, joy.”


  I smirk. “Actually, it’s more about the movie, but talking about Irena Kent reminded me. My friend Jamie says she’s hoping to get a starring role, and that’s why she cozied up to you.”


  “I wouldn’t be at all surprised.” Jackson’s voice is tight. “But considering I don’t want to see the movie made at all, her plan is doomed to failure.”


  “Is it true you punched out the screenwriter?”


  I see his hands tighten on the steering wheel. “Please tell me you didn’t read that in the gossip rags.”


  “No, I heard it from Jamie. She heard it from a friend. Said it was very hush-hush.”


  “Good. I paid a lot of money to keep it hush-hush.”


  “So you really did punch the guy.” I’m oddly fascinated by this. “I thought you were all about boxing clubs and not smacking down innocent people.”


  “Trust me,” he says darkly. “That asshole was not innocent.”


  I decide not to press that point, but I can’t stop thinking about the movie in general.


  “What?” he says after we’ve driven about five miles in absolute silence.


  “I didn’t say anything.”


  “No, but your thoughts are deafening.”


  “I just don’t get it,” I admit. “That house is spectacular, and it’s what put your career on the map. I know there was a tragedy there, but that was long after the house was completed and you were in Vegas working on the Union Bank building. So why does the thought of a movie bother you so much?”


  “Because it’s private.” I hear the sharp edge to his voice and wince a bit. He notices, and I watch as his shoulders sag. “Sorry. But the whole project is surrounded by tragedy, and the damn producer who’s interested in the film is sticking his nose in where it doesn’t need to be. It’s personal. It’s private. And there are real people with real lives who are going to get hurt if the damn thing gets made.”


  I still don’t understand, but I’m not going to push. It’s clear enough to me that Jackson hasn’t told me the entire story. But considering I’m hanging on tight to secrets of my own, I can hardly bitch too loudly.


  I reach over and brush my hand over his shoulder. “I may not understand why, but I get that it’s important to you. And I hope you get the movie shut down, too.”


  His smile is one of thanks and acknowledgment. “Speaking of movies, Michael is hosting a fund-raiser at his house Friday night. For the National Historic and Architectural Conservation Project. It’s a good cause, and he’s a good guy. Will you go with me?”


  “Of course.” I wriggle a little in my seat. Considering everything we’ve now been through together, it’s probably silly. But the thought of going on a proper date with Jackson makes me undeniably happy.


  It’s only then that I notice that he’s slowed to make a right turn. I glance around, then look to him in question. “The Palisades?”


  “You’ll see.”


  He turns, and I pay attention as he climbs the canyon road, then turns and doubles back toward the ocean until the road makes a sharp right and we follow it, essentially traveling parallel to the coast highway, but well above it in the hills.


  I actually know this neighborhood, as I’ve spent a lot of time driving in these hills searching the facades of these beautiful homes for that unknown something that keeps eluding me.


  The houses here are spaced far apart, with each lot taking up anywhere from one to three acres, most of that land allocated to the backyard. The place has a friendly, neighborhood vibe, but doesn’t feel like suburbia. The houses are private and expensive, and that gives the area a quiet, exclusive feel. And because each lot on the west side of the road overlooks the coast highway, each home has a view of the ocean that is positively to die for.


  “Let me guess,” I say. “We’re going trick-or-treating early.”


  “We’re not,” he says. “But feel free to put on a costume anytime you want.”


  I raise my eyebrow. “I just might do that. But not if you don’t tell me what you’re up to.”


  “Just a little farther.” As he speaks, the road curves sharply. He makes a left turn into a vacant lot, then stops the car.


  I glance around, confused, and am about to ask Jackson, but he’s already getting out of the car. I do as well, then follow him deeper into the property, delighted to see that although it has no structure on it, some early developer terraced the hill so that there are stairs leading down to what will essentially be a private backyard to whatever house is ultimately built on the lot above.


  “This is amazing,” I say, turning around and realizing that I have no line of sight to any of the houses on the street above. As for the coast highway, it is mostly camouflaged by the trees and brush that slope away from the area on which I now stand, which means that the dominant view is of sand and ocean. “I can’t believe this lot hasn’t been snatched up.”


  “It was,” he says. “I bought it five years ago. Just a few months after you left Atlanta.”


  “You—” I turn, something in his voice halting my words. “But you were living in Georgia.”


  “I was staying in Georgia. I’ve always lived in California. And I left not long after you did. Things went downhill with Brighton pretty quickly.”


  I know from official biographies that he’d grown up just outside of San Diego. I didn’t know that he’d ever lived in or considered living in Los Angeles. And now to find out that he’d come here—that he’d bought property even. Honestly, I’m not sure what to think about that, and I tell him as much.


  “It’s not a trick question and there is no hidden meaning. But I wanted to show you this place because I think it’s special. And I thought of it last night when you told me about wanting the ocean and the stars.”


  I look around at the bright blue sky and the blazing sun.


  “Not today.”


  “No,” he says with a laugh. “Not today.” He holds out his hand for me and I take it. “Will you tell me something?”


  “Sure,” I say, but my voice is a little too light, because I’m nervous about where this might be leading. “At least, I will if I can.”


  “Last night, when the nightmare came and you ran out on me, why did you go into the hills? Why not just race down Santa Monica or Sunset? Build up some speed? Or cruise down PCH? Or get on the highway and open her up? That time of night you could have gone all the way to the desert without hitting traffic. So why go up?”


  “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “Usually when I’m upset or need to think I go to the Getty Center. I probably spent half my time in high school there.”


  “But not last night.”


  “No.” I frown, because the question hadn’t occurred to me. It had just seemed natural to go into the hills. To drive fast. “I was scared. I was running. I wasn’t thinking.”


  “And yet you ran to Mulholland. Curves and hills and no guardrails. Sounds pretty scary, too.”


  “Your inner psychologist is showing,” I say.


  He laughs. “Perhaps. And perhaps I’m right. Maybe you were conquering fear with fear.”


  “I don’t know. Maybe.” I hug myself, not really in the mood to be picked apart. “Why does it matter?”


  “Because I think you were being smart.” He cocks his head, his blue eyes just a little devious. “Because we’re going to push you, Syl. Fight fear with fear. Take control by giving control.”


  I shake my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Then let me show you.” He steps back, then looks me up and down. “Take off your clothes.”


  I see the heat in his eyes and hear the command in his voice and realize that he’s not kidding. Prickles of excitement skitter over me, but I shake my head. “I don’t think so.”


  “No? That’s not the way this works, Sylvia. I tell you to get naked, and you do. I tell you to suck my cock, and you get on your knees.”


  His voice is firm, commanding, and I take a step backward, shaking my head in both denial of his words and in defense against the way my body heats in response. “What kind of game are you playing, Jackson?”


  “The only kind I ever play. Mine.” He crooks his finger. “Come here, baby. I want to show you something.”


  I hesitate, and he laughs.


  “Come on,” he urges. “I promise I don’t bite hard.”


  I hear the echo from our past—the words he’d teased me with in Atlanta—and I move toward him.


  “Good girl,” he says, meeting me, then pulling me into his arms so that my back is pressed to his chest and one of his arms holds me tight around the waist as we look out over the ocean.


  “Beautiful,” he says, even as his free hand slowly tugs my skirt up.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Wait.” He kisses my ear, sending shock waves of pleasure through me at the same time his fingers find my panties. He slides his hand down, cupping my sex, then growling low and deep when he finds me hot and wet and ready.


  He slides his fingers deep inside me, and I moan with pleasure even as my knees go weak.


  He bends his head to whisper in my ear. “And that, beautiful, proves my point.”


  “I—what?”


  I turn in his arms. I have no idea what he’s talking about.


  “You like feeling used, Sylvia,” he says, and I immediately shake my head.


  “The hell I do. I—”


  The press of his finger to my lips silences me.


  “I told you to strip. Told you that it was my prerogative to order you to suck me off. And baby, that didn’t just make you wet, you’re so aroused I bet it’s painful.”


  I say nothing; he’s hit just a little too close to the truth.


  “You get off on submitting. On giving up control to a man. But you remember the shit that sick fuck did to you—how he took control, how he made you do things against your will—and it makes you ashamed when you get turned on, and that’s when the nightmares come.”


  I hug my arms tight around myself, not liking his words and not understanding how he can be so damn perceptive. But so far he’s not saying a thing that I can argue with.


  “But it’s not the same with me, baby. Bob stole your control. I haven’t. I’m calling it being used because that’s how you see it, but that’s not really true. It’s giving yourself over in trust. He took from you, baby. You didn’t give him a goddamn thing. But when you submit to me, you give me everything.”


  I do not move. I do not speak. I just stand there as he peels apart the layers of my life, hoping that he truly understands what he’s seeing.


  “So we’re going to do exactly what I told you yesterday. You’re mine, Sylvia. Wholly and completely. You’re ready for me when I say and how I say. You’re mine to pleasure. To take. To fuck. Do you understand me?”


  “You said we were breaking that deal.”


  “And we did. The first time around I was taking. This time, I want you to give control to me. Willingly, sweetheart. Hell, even enthusiastically. Because I promise you, I will make it worthwhile.”


  I lick my lips. I am undeniably aroused—he’s definitely nailed that much. But I’m scared, too. “What will you do?”


  “All sorts of things, baby. Because the more you give, the less scared you’ll be.”


  “You’re talking kink? Bondage? Toys?”


  “All of the above. But we’ll start slow.” He brushes my lips with his fingertip. “Is that panic in your eyes, or excitement?”


  “A little of both,” I admit.


  “You ran from me in Atlanta because I didn’t know what you were battling. But I do now, and we’re going to fight it together. And, sweetheart, I think this is one battle we’re both going to enjoy.”


  I am breathing hard, my body tight with anticipation and wonder. Could he really be right? Can I really beat back my fears by giving in to Jackson’s desires? Hell, to my own desires?


  “Will you let me help you?” His voice is tight. Earnest. “Will you give yourself to me and let me fight this battle for you?”


  I draw a breath, seeing him now as the knight from my fantasies. “Yes. Oh, god, Jackson. Yes.”


  “Good.” His grin is slow and very, very wicked. “Now take off your clothes.”


  I want to protest that we are outside on a vacant lot, but the words won’t come. I have just agreed to submit, and damn me, I do not want to take back what I have given him.


  And, truth be told, the idea of standing naked on this hilltop with Jackson is undeniably exciting.


  I strip, then lay my clothes on the jacket he has taken off. Once I’m naked, he steps behind me, then cups my breasts and slides his hands over me. “You’re mine now,” he says. “These breasts, this body. This cunt.” His fingers tease me, and I tilt my head back, losing myself in the sensation of being stroked, aroused. “No touching without permission, sweetheart. I find out you got yourself off, and there will be a price to pay. Do you understand?”


  I nod.


  “This is how I want you always,” he adds, stroking my sex and teasing me to the brink. “Wet and hot and open for me. So close to the edge that the stroke of my finger over the palm of your hand makes you explode. I want you ready for me. Wild for me. Not because I demand it, but because you want it. Not because I’m taking, but because you’re giving.”


  He’s been stroking me in time with his words, teasing my clit with tight circles that are building and building until I am quite certain that I will come so hard and so fast that I could fly all the way to the Pacific.


  “Tell me you want that,” he demands.


  “Yes,” I say as he turns me in his arms, then gasp as his mouth closes over mine. The kiss is deep and wild and deliciously intimate, and I cling to him, afraid that I will fall to the ground if I don’t.


  When he breaks the kiss, he breaks all contact, and I whimper, because I was so very close to breaking apart in his arms.


  “Please,” I say, but he only shakes his head and tells me to get dressed.


  “But—”


  “You don’t want to be late, do you?” he asks, and I grimace, because I have entirely forgotten that we are supposed to be in Malibu.


  I slip on the dress then bend for my panties, but Jackson gets them first, and tucks them in his pocket. “You don’t need those.”


  “Are you insane?”


  “Possibly,” he says. “But that doesn’t mean you get the panties back.”


  seventeen


  “Mr. Steele,” Nikki says, holding out her hand to greet Jackson at the bottom of the stairs. “It’s such a pleasure to see you again. And, Syl, I love the dress.”


  “Thanks. You look amazing as usual.” Nikki is blessed with the kind of girl-next-door good looks that win beauty pageants but still keep us lesser mortals from hating her. Today, she’s in a flowing blue dress that pulls off both elegant and casual. Her shoulder-length blond hair frames her face, and she seems to glow with happiness.


  “Let’s get you both a drink,” she says, moving between us so she can take both me and Jackson by the arm as we walk toward the stunning staircase that leads to the Starks’ third-floor living room. “I was thrilled when Damien told me you’d agreed to do the resort. I think you’ll bring something very special to the project.”


  “I’m happy to be on board,” Jackson says, and I can’t help but wonder if Nikki notices the way his eyes go to me. “Sorry we’re a bit late.”


  “Traffic on PCH was a bitch,” I add, hoping Nikki can’t tell the way my cheeks are heating. Because the truth is, I don’t really want to be here. Not now. Not when I’ve got nothing on under this dress and all I want to do is feel Jackson’s hands on me.


  “Not a problem,” Nikki continues easily, and I’m grateful that she cannot hear my thoughts. “Like I said, we want to keep this casual.” We pause at the base of the stairs. “Let me run through who’s here so you’ll know. It’s a small list. Just you two, me and Damien, of course. Then there’s Trent and Aiden—they’re in the real estate division,” she explains to Jackson.


  “I’ve met Aiden,” Jackson says. “He was in Damien’s office when I agreed to work on the project.”


  “Oh, good,” Nikki says.


  “I feel like I should apologize for turning down the Bahamas project. I hope you didn’t think me unforgivably rude.”


  She laughs. “Not rude, just honest. And I totally get where you were coming from. Damien’s offered to help me with my own business dozens of times, and I keep saying no. Maybe when I’m more established I’ll think about partnering with one of his subsidiaries, but right now, I want to prove that I can do it on my own. Unlike me, though, you’ve already proven yourself in spades.”


  “He has,” I agree, feeling as proud of Jackson’s accomplishments as if I had designed his buildings myself.


  “I appreciate the compliment,” he says as we start to climb the stairs. “What is it you do?”


  “Software,” she says. “Primarily for portable devices, though I do some web-based apps, too. I’m rolling out one very soon that Damien has his eye on. It’s driving him crazy that I’m not willing to license it to the company just yet,” she adds, aiming a grin at me.


  “It’s true,” I say, because Damien has mentioned her software to me on more than one occasion, noting how much it could ease workflow around the office. And every time Nikki says no, I silently applaud her and their marriage. Because in all my experience as Damien’s assistant, I think Nikki is the only person who’s ever successfully told Damien Stark no.


  Her and Jackson, I amend, thinking of the Bahamas.


  “—since he designed this house,” Nikki is saying.


  “Sorry, I zoned out. Nathan Dean’s here?”


  “He is. I thought Jackson might enjoy talking to another architect. And Evelyn wraps up the guest list.” She shrugs. “So that’s the lineup. Just a small group of people connected to the resort or Stark Real Estate or Damien personally. I didn’t want it to be overwhelming.”


  “Nathan’s a little bit quiet, but a nice guy,” I tell Jackson. I spent a great deal of time on the phone and at meetings with Damien and Nathan during the design and construction process.


  “And talented,” Jackson says. “At least if this house is any indication. It’s stunning,” he says to Nikki.


  I know he found the outside impressive, because he commented on it as we drove up. The way the house seemed to belong to the hills, enhancing rather than overshadowing the view of the ocean in the distance. The entrance is equally awe inspiring, with a doorway that opens onto a formal living area backed by a wall of glass that reveals the infinity pool beyond. And the broad expanse of stairs acts as a second focal point, directing those staying inside to the third floor where guests are routinely entertained.


  “Thanks,” Nikki says. “It was almost complete when I met Damien. I’ll take credit for the furniture and some of the paint colors. But that’s pretty much it.”


  “The paint colors are stunning,” Jackson says, making her laugh. And making me smile. I like Nikki a lot. So far, I think, she likes Jackson.


  We reach the third floor landing and pause there. To be honest, it’s impossible to climb these stairs and not pause at the top, because what you see upon arrival is so incredible that it takes a moment to catch your breath. The area is huge and designed for entertaining, and from where we stand we can see both the patio—the glass doors are now open to allow a stunning view of the ocean—and the stone fireplace that sits at an angle to the stairs so that it, too, faces the ocean.


  That fireplace is the room’s centerpiece, and on it hangs a lifesized nude portrait, the woman’s face turned away to hide her identity. Now, though, thanks to press leaks, most of the world knows that the portrait is of Nikki.


  I don’t know the entire story, but I do know that Damien paid a million dollars in exchange for Nikki’s agreement to pose nude. I have my suspicions that there were more terms to their agreement—quite possibly very sensual terms—but unless I ask Nikki outright, I’ll never know for certain.


  Even so, I can’t help but see parallels between her relationship with Damien and mine with Jackson. It gives me hope, actually. Because despite all they’ve had to go through, the two of them are the strongest couple I know.


  “It’s lovely,” Jackson says, still looking at the portrait. “You should be very proud of it.”


  “I am,” she says. “I always was. But that doesn’t mean I wasn’t pissed off when the press took my secrets and ran with them.”


  “I understand exactly what you mean,” Jackson says, and I know that he is thinking about the movie. “I’d love to meet the artist.”


  “That’s Blaine.” I look at Nikki. “Is he here with Evelyn?”


  “He’s not. He’s up in Vancouver for a show. But I’m sure he’d love to talk to you when he gets back. Wyatt’s here, though. I forgot to mention him earlier.”


  “Our photographer,” I tell Jackson. “I’ve got a portfolio of images of the island to show you. I want to include them in a marketing brochure, and I thought they’d also make cool artwork for the public areas, maybe the individual rooms. I haven’t chosen a designer yet. But I’d like your thoughts on that. I want to make sure that we hire someone who knows how to work with your design and not against it.”


  He meets my eyes. “Absolutely.”


  I nod, satisfied and, I realize, happy. Because it’s not just our personal relationship that’s come together, it’s our professional one, too. And the idea of working with someone as talented as Jackson Steele thrills me even more than working with a man like Damien. Not that I don’t love my job and think that Damien is freaking brilliant at what he does, but it’s what Jackson does—designing buildings, changing the face of the world—that has always been my passion. And now to be able to share that core of him—well, the thought makes me a little bit giddy.


  His smile widens, and I am absolutely certain he knows what I am thinking.


  “Come on,” I say with a smirk. “Let’s go say hello to Damien.”


  “Actually, he asked if I’d apologize to you,” Nikki said. “There’s been a crisis at one of his production facilities in Malaysia. He had to take the call. In the meantime, let’s get you both a drink and make the introductions. Wine or something harder?” she asks Jackson as she leads us toward the kitchen area tucked away behind a stone wall on the opposite side of the floor.


  As far as this house is concerned, it’s a small kitchen designed to service parties. In fact, it puts most residential kitchens to shame, and the main kitchen for this ten-thousand-square-foot Malibu dream house is on the first floor, decked out with more commercial appliances than most five-star restaurants.


  What impresses me most isn’t the setup or the luxury, it’s that Nikki and Damien haven’t hired any help for the party. Even Damien’s valet, Gregory, who doubles as a sort of butler, is nowhere to be seen. Because despite Damien’s billions and the helipad in the backyard, at the core these two people are pretty down-to-earth.


  I know that Jackson has issues with Damien, but I don’t understand them. And I hope that whatever is at the heart of them can be resolved, because I both like and respect my boss, and I truly value the friendship I’ve developed with Nikki.


  Once Jackson and I are armed with scotch for him and wine for me, we head back into the main area to do the mingle thing. I’m a little nervous in light of our new arrangement. And for the first fifteen or so minutes I feel jittery and on edge, afraid—and, yes, hoping—that he’ll pull me aside and slide his hand under my skirt.


  He doesn’t, and I’m not sure if I’m disappointed that he hasn’t tried to push my boundaries here, or pleased that he’s in full-on professional mode.


  And he is, too. Jackson is cool and confident with everyone he meets. He greets Aiden enthusiastically and once again thanks him for the opportunity to work on such a cutting-edge project. He compliments my skill as a project manager and elicits effusive praise from Aiden on my behalf, which is a perk of having Jackson at my side that I hadn’t anticipated.


  “She fits right in with the team on twenty-seven. We’re hoping we can steal her permanently off Damien’s desk, aren’t we, Trent?” Aiden glances at Trent Leiter, who nods enthusiastically.


  “Absolutely,” he says.


  “And what’s your role?” Jackson asks Trent. “International development? You’re in charge of the Bahamas development, aren’t you?”


  “Actually, I oversee Southern California. That project was something of a one-off for me. Right now my attention is primarily on a new office and retail complex we’re building in Century City.” Jackson looks between me and Trent. “So the chain I follow is Sylvia, you, Aiden, and then Mr. Stark?”


  “Hopefully you won’t need to go over my head at all.” I laugh as I say it, hoping to lighten the moment. Jackson has no way of knowing it, but Trent was less than thrilled when Damien named me project manager for The Resort at Cortez, taking him out of the hierarchy entirely.


  “And we’re very laid back when we need to be,” Aiden adds. “You can come to me anytime. Or Damien, for that matter.”


  “What are you coming to me about?” Damien asks as he approaches us from behind. He holds out his hand to Jackson, who shakes it warmly, dispelling my fear that his disdain for Damien would somehow spill out onto the polished wood flooring.


  “Just to tell you how much I’m going to enjoy this job.” Jackson flashes a quick smile in my direction, and I feel a rush of gratitude. I’m not sure if he picked up on Trent’s envy or disdain or whatever it is, but I’m grateful for the change in subject.


  “I’m very happy to hear it,” Damien says. “We were all disappointed when you turned down the Bahamas resort. I didn’t ask you on Saturday, but I’m curious. What changed your mind?”


  Jackson shifts just enough to look at me. “As I said, Ms. Brooks is very persuasive. And perhaps the stars are just better aligned this time around.”


  Damien looks at him as if considering. “I hope you find that working with Stark International is a mutually beneficial arrangement. I don’t bring people into my organization lightly. Your talent says a lot. And Ms. Brooks’s enthusiasm weighed heavily, too.”


  “In that case, it looks like I have Ms. Brooks to thank for a lot of things.” Jackson’s smile is just for me. “The Resort at Cortez is just one of many.”


  When Nikki joins the group to ask who needs drink refills, I offer to take care of that so she can mingle. Mostly I just want to get away before my body heats to exploding from the undercurrent of Jackson’s words.


  I’m in the kitchen opening a fresh bottle of scotch when Trent enters and adds some ice to his glass. “Good thing you got him in to replace Glau. That was fucked up the way he just blew off for India.”


  “Tibet,” I say.


  “Odd either way. I wonder what his real story is.”


  “Glau? Honestly, I’m so annoyed with the man I don’t even care.”


  “I’m curious,” Trent admits. “But I wasn’t talking about Glau. I mean Steele.”


  “His real story?” I’ve lost the thread of the conversation.


  “It’s just so strange. I mean, he was adamant that he wouldn’t work for Stark in the Bahamas. And now suddenly he’s all eager?”


  “Trust me, he wasn’t easy to convince.”


  “Which is also strange,” Trent says, “since he’s had his eye on the Cortez project from the beginning.”


  I put down the bottle of scotch. “What are you talking about?”


  “I was pulling some permits last week for Century City and talking with one of my friends in the county clerk’s office. She mentioned that he’d pulled some surveys for the island.”


  “Why on earth were you talking to her about Cortez?”


  He shrugs. “She assumed it was my project.”


  “Last week we hadn’t even offered him the job.”


  “That’s my point,” Trent says. “I think your Mr. Steele was playing hard to get. What I’m wondering is why.”


  Since I don’t know the answer, I say nothing, and when Trent takes his drink and leaves, I take a moment to just breathe deep. What he was saying made no sense. So what the hell kind of game had Jackson been playing?


  When I return to the main area, Aiden has moved on, and Damien and Jackson are talking alone, still looking perfectly civil. I realize then that I still expect to see tension between them, but it’s just not there. Instead, I see two men with more in common than either of them probably realize. If Damien is arrogant, then Jackson is, too, because both possess a single-minded purpose.


  There are physical similarities, too. Dark hair. Classic bone structure. Hollywood-handsome good looks.


  They are both the kind of men who can bring a woman to her knees, and there is no doubt that as far as I’m concerned, Jackson has done exactly that.


  “It’s like looking at the cover of a damn men’s magazine, isn’t it?” Evelyn says, as she takes one of the glasses of scotch from my hand and downs it in a single gulp. “I spoke with your architect earlier. I think he’ll do good. And I’m glad the two of you got over whatever hurdle needed to be leaped.”


  “Me, too.” My cheeks heat as I think just how enthusiastically we topped that particular hurdle.


  Evelyn laughs, and my blush burns hotter.


  “Don’t worry,” she says. “Your secret’s safe with me. But you be careful, too.”


  “Careful?”


  “Jackson Steele is not a man with a one-woman reputation, and you’ve never struck me as the kind of woman to put up with a player.”


  “No, he’s not—” But I stop. The truth is, she’s right about his reputation. And though I asked him about it, I have no way of knowing what really went on with those women.


  “Just be careful,” Evelyn repeats. And this time, all I do is nod.


  I head to the kitchen to get a replacement for the scotch Evelyn took, and when I return, Nathan Dean has joined the men.


  “Sylvia!” he says, giving me an air kiss on both cheeks. “So wonderful to see you again. Now that Damien doesn’t need me anymore, I miss going over the punch lists with you.”


  “Always a good time,” I say, and make all three of the men laugh. “What are you working on now?”


  “A residence in Brentwood, actually. For Trent Leiter.”


  “I didn’t realize,” I say. “That’s great.”


  “Aiden gave him my name,” Nathan says. “Which is how I met Damien, actually. I’ve known Aiden for years, and it’s a friendship that’s paid off handsomely.”


  “You’ve certainly done an amazing job here,” Jackson says. “This home is stunning.”


  “Thanks,” Nathan says. “Of course, Damien is a man with a lot of opinions. Several of the design features originated with him.”


  “He’s saying that I’m a nightmare to work with,” Damien says.


  “I’m not. I appreciate the feedback. This is one of my most seamless projects.”


  “This floor is truly unique,” Jackson says. “A man in your position must do a lot of entertaining.”


  “Actually, that was never my plan. Until recently, I rarely entertained in my own home, and I can’t say I was that keen on going out, either.”


  “Must be nice when family is over, though.”


  I frown, not sure if he’s asking questions with a purpose or just making small talk.


  “To be honest, neither of us have large families. I don’t get along particularly well with my father—if you read the gossip magazines that’s hardly breaking news. And Nikki’s family—well, her mother lives in Texas. You could say that as far as family goes, we’re starting fresh.”


  An awkward silence hangs for a moment before Jackson speaks. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to touch on a sore spot.”


  “Don’t worry,” Damien says. “My father is a lot of things, but not someone I spend any time worrying about.”


  In what I assume is an attempt to change the subject, Jackson turns back to Nathan. “I’m guessing you work exclusively on residential projects?”


  “Primarily, but not exclusively.” Nathan’s voice is a bit higher than usual, as if he too is trying to push away any bad vibes. “I’ve been doing a bit of networking, trying to expand my presence in the commercial market, but I certainly haven’t made the kind of inroads there that you have. You have quite a portfolio, Mr. Steele.”


  “Call me Jackson, please. And while I understand the desire to branch out, I have to say that you excel in what you do. I meant what I said about this house. It’s a gem.”


  “Coming from you, that’s high praise. Do you mind if I ask your opinion on a few things?”


  “Not at all.”


  “Looks like they’re going to talk shop,” Damien says to me. “Do you mind if I borrow you for the same purpose for a minute?”


  “Of course not.”


  As Jackson and Nathan head to the balcony to discuss foundations or arches or some other architectural details, I follow Damien into the kitchen where he gives me a quick update on his itinerary for the week. “There’s a play on Broadway that Nikki’s been wanting to see, and I need to meet with Isabel about next month’s product rollout. I thought I’d kill two birds and go to Manhattan Tuesday night.”


  “Sounds like a plan. You’ll leave for Brussels from New York?” Nikki is attending some sort of digital conference, and Damien is going as well. They’d been planning to fly from Los Angeles on Friday. “Do you still want Grayson on the flight? Or do you want to go commercial?”


  “Make sure the date change doesn’t screw up any plans Grayson might have. If he’s free, book a suite for him, too. He can have a few days of R&R in New York before we make the trip.”


  I grin. “He’ll love it.”


  “He’ll spend the entire time at the airport looking at other pilots’ birds,” Damien says.


  “Like I said—he’ll love it.”


  “Bring Rachel up to speed, and make sure she knows everything she needs to about arranging my travel. The more you move off my desk, the more on top of things she has to be.”


  “Of course, Mr. Stark.”


  “And, Sylvia?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You’re doing a great job off my desk, too.”


  The praise makes me glow. “Thank you. Anything else?”


  “Just have a good time today.”


  “Already done.” I start to return to the party, then pause. “Actually, can I ask you something?”


  “Certainly.”


  I hesitate, not sure how to phrase it. Since there doesn’t seem to be any good way, I just dive in. “I was wondering what happened in Atlanta. With the Brighton Consortium.”


  “Were you?”


  He says nothing else, and I feel myself shrinking a little under his steady gaze.


  “It’s just that you said something on Saturday. Before Jackson agreed to the project, I mean.”


  “About a few of my successful land deals having the opposite impact on him.”


  “Yes.”


  “Did Jackson ask you about it?”


  I think about our conversation in the car. We discussed it, true. But Jackson never asked. “No,” I say, secure in my literal honesty.


  He leans against the island, his hands in his pockets. “It’s complicated,” he says, “but the bottom line is that the consortium was badly run—and that provided me the chance to step in and acquire some prime real estate. A business deal, plain and simple, at least where I was concerned.”


  “Where you were concerned?”


  “If the deal had gone through, you and a lot of other people would have been embroiled in a huge mess simply because you’d worked closely with one of the major players.”


  “Reggie.”


  Damien tilts his head in acknowledgment.


  “Okay,” I say slowly, thinking it through. “How was it badly run? What kind of mess? Would Jackson have been caught up in it?”


  “Yes to the latter. As for how and what kind, I think those are questions for Reggie. Do you still keep in touch?”


  “A bit,” I say. “He moved to Houston, but he’s been to LA twice in the last five years. We had lunch.”


  “If you’re still curious the next time you have lunch, ask him. Otherwise, just let it go, Sylvia. Let it go, and consider yourself lucky.”


  “Lucky?”


  “If Reggie hadn’t decided to pull up stakes, you might still be working for him. You wouldn’t have Cortez. And I would never have hired a truly great assistant.”


  “Oh. Right. Thanks.”


  “Sometimes crappy things happen for a reason.”


  “I guess they do,” I say. “Thanks for telling me.”


  “There’s more, but it’s not my story to tell. Call Reggie if you’re curious. But it was a long time ago. My advice is to just let it go.”


  “I will,” I say, though I’m not sure if I mean that I will call Reggie, or that I’ll drop the issue altogether.


  We walk back into the party to find that everyone has gathered on the patio. It’s a gorgeous afternoon, and the deep blue of the Pacific spreads out in the distance.


  “There you are.” Wyatt takes my hand to draw me into his conversation with Nikki and Jackson. “I was just telling Nikki we need to reschedule your lesson. How about Tuesday? We can do some sunset shots in Santa Monica. That is if you don’t mind coming to us,” he adds to Nikki.


  “Fine by me,” she says. “We can grab a drink after, okay, Syl?”


  I glance at Damien, because I know that Nikki will be long gone by happy hour. But he nods almost imperceptibly, and I go with the flow. Her trip is a surprise, after all, and we can always reschedule later. “Sounds good to me.”


  “And I’d like to schedule a time for you to come to the island,” Jackson says. “I can take a few shots on my own, but depending on the terrain I may want you to put together a more extensive portfolio for me to use for planning purposes.”


  “Just say the word. I love it out there. Can’t wait to go back.”


  “Damien was there this morning,” Nikki says.


  “Not you?” I ask.


  “I took an investor,” Damien explains. “Dallas Sykes. I’ve been looking at acquiring a piece of his operation. And I wanted to smooth over his ruffled feathers after he heard the original gossip about Glau.”


  “Damien took Sykes and his latest fling,” Nikki says, her tone making clear that we’ve crossed over into gossip.


  The conversation continues along those lines—bouncing from gossip to work to families to friends—until Jackson announces that he and I have plans to scout the island, too, and should probably get going.


  We say our goodbyes, and I watch as Jackson and Damien shake hands, looking for all the world like two men who don’t have the slightest problem with each other.


  I release a slow breath, realizing at that moment how much I’d been worrying, even after I watched the two interact.


  But now it looks like things are really on track, and whatever animosity Jackson might feel for Damien has either been resolved or very deeply buried.


  And that, if it’s true, is a damn good thing.


  eighteen


  “A boat?”


  I’m standing on a slip near Fisherman’s Village in Marina del Rey looking at a totally awesome cream-colored boat and wondering what the hell we are doing.


  “We’d already be on the island if we’d had Clark or Grayson fly us in the helicopter,” I say, but Jackson only shrugs and continues doing whatever it is he’s doing on his phone. “It took longer to drive back here from Malibu than it would have to fly.”


  I expect a reply, but he says nothing. “Are you even listening to me?”


  He looks up. “Checklist,” he says, holding up the phone. “And I’m messaging the security team that we’re taking her out.”


  I cross my arms over my chest and stare him down, trying to decide if I’m irritated or amused. I settle on amused. “Why exactly are we taking someone’s boat to the island?”


  “Not someone’s boat,” he says. “My boat. And because I wanted to show her to you.”


  “You have a boat?”


  “I do.” He points to the boat we’re standing beside. “There she is.”


  “And you’re a comedian, too,” I say, but the truth is, I’m kind of delighted. I haven’t been out on a boat in ages, and this is turning into a bit of an adventure. “How fast is she? How long will it take to get to the island?”


  “About two hours.”


  I glance at the sky. It’s four, and the sun is already making its descent. “It’s October. By the time we get there, we’ll barely have an hour of light.”


  “Good thing my bedroom’s on board. We can start fresh in the morning.” He grins, and looks so much like a delighted boy that I can’t help but laugh.


  “Fine. You win. Tell me all about her.” I pause. “Wait. Bedroom? You live here?”


  “It seemed prudent. And more economical than continuing to bounce from hotel to hotel whenever I was in town. Of course I considered pitching a tent on my land, but the boat has plumbing.”


  “You made a good decision,” I deadpan.


  “I thought so.”


  “The truth is, I’ve had meetings with a few clients in Santa Barbara. This way, I can bring my office to them.” He points to what appears to be the second level, an enclosed space with walls of windows. “She has a huge area just behind the top deck designed for entertaining. I converted it to a workspace. Lots of natural light. Ocean breezes. And I’ve always loved boats.”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “I told you my dad wasn’t around much, but the one thing he did right was teach me how to sail.”


  I let my eyes drift over this monstrosity of a vessel. “This isn’t a sailboat.”


  “Look at you. I didn’t realize you were so up-to-date on all things nautical.”


  I smirk, then walk the length of the boat until I’m at her end. Which may or may not be the stern. Unlike Jackson, I have no clue about boats. I do, however, know they have names. This one is Veronica.


  “Who is she?”


  “The boat,” he says.


  “Funny man. I mean, who is she named after?”


  “Who says she’s named after anyone?” He holds out his hand. “Come on. Let me show you around and let’s get moving. I really do want to see our island.”


  I take his hand and follow him on board. I don’t push about the name, mostly because it’s so obvious that he doesn’t want me to. But I can’t help my curiosity any more than I can help the unpleasant and unwelcome flush of jealousy.


  That fades quickly enough once we are on deck. It’s hard to stay jealous of a name when a man’s hands are all over you and his mouth is hot and demanding against yours. “Do you have any idea how hard it was not to take you into the bathroom at Stark’s place and fuck you blind?” he asks, sliding his hand up under my dress.


  “Do you have any idea how much I wanted you to?” I haven’t gone without underwear in forever, and certainly never because a man has demanded it of me. A man whose hands I’ve been craving for the last several hours. So even though I’d managed to put it aside and function as a responsible corporate employee, the reality that my panties have been tucked in his pocket has been making me a little bit crazy.


  “Actually, I do,” he says as he cups my sex, finding me very wet and very ready. He nips at my lower lip. “It’s been my pleasure tormenting you.”


  “Bastard.”


  He chuckles as he thrusts his fingers inside me, making me gasp. “You’ll forgive me when I make it up to you.”


  “Someone might see.” My protest is feeble, because now he’s slowly teasing me, thrusting deep and then stroking my clit when he withdraws, and I am sliding down into a sensual haze.


  “No one is here.”


  “Jackson.”


  “No. Quiet. The only sound you get to make is when you come. Do you understand me?”


  I say nothing, but nod in acquiescence just like I’m supposed to do. Then I tilt my head back to meet his eyes and find them dark with lust and need. I shift my stance, deliberately giving him better access, and watch as that evidence of my surrender reflects on his face, like a building storm ready to unleash.


  He makes a low sound of pleasure, then hooks his other arm around my waist to hold me steady as he teases me with his fingers, and then slants his mouth over mine to get his tongue in on the action. I am completely at his mercy, uncaring that we might be seen, wanting only more of what he is giving. This wild sharing, this spiraling pleasure.


  I’ve been on edge all day, and as much as I want to relish the sweet sensation of his touch, I cannot hold back, and before I am ready, the force of my orgasm surprises us both. He breaks the kiss, then pulls me close again. “Do you know what that does to me? Holding you? Feeling you respond like that to me?”


  I manage an impish grin. “Believe me. It’s my pleasure.”


  He laughs, then scoops me up and carries me across the deck as I laugh and order him to put me down.


  “Sadly, I’m going to have to give in to your demands.” He puts me on my feet and nods at the ladder. “Probably best not to risk maneuvering that together.”


  “Probably,” I agree. I glance back at the dock, frowning slightly.


  “Second thoughts?”


  My smile is wide and very genuine. “Only about my wardrobe.” I indicate the dress. “I can’t go to the island like this.”


  “As much as I’d like to suggest that you frolic naked and barefoot there, you’re probably right.”


  “Can you drive me back to my condo?” I think about the traffic between Marina del Rey and Santa Monica and wince. That’s going to take forever.


  “I have a better idea. Come with me.”


  He steps onto the ladder and I follow him down into the large area that is now his workspace. I have no time to look around, though, because he continues down another level to where two doors open off either side of a narrow corridor. The one on the right is open and I realize I’m looking into Jackson’s bedroom. Considering it’s a boat, it’s a decent size, and exceptionally tidy. I start to glance around, just to get more of a feel for the space, but my eye is drawn to a photograph hanging on the wall near the door.


  It’s a red-haired woman holding a small, dark-haired girl. They’re in a park and were caught in a candid moment smiling and laughing.


  I recognize the woman—she’s the redhead from the documentary screening.


  I look at Jackson, feeling suddenly shaky. “You care about her,” I say, unable to keep the accusation out of my voice.


  He frowns. “What?”


  “You said in the car that you didn’t care about any of the women you’ve slept with. But you care about her.” I hate the jealousy that laces my voice, and yet I cannot help myself.


  He comes to stand beside me, then reaches out and takes the picture off the wall. “I never fucked Megan,” he says. “Not like I did the others.”


  I turn to look at him, curious and, yes, jealous of the gentle tone in his voice.


  “I slept with her, but it was a weak moment for both of us.”


  “Who is she?”


  “A friend,” he says, and though I expect him to elaborate, he doesn’t. “It was a mistake. Can you understand that?”


  I think of Louis and all the mistakes I’ve made. “It’s not my business who you’ve slept with in the last five years.”


  “No, it’s not,” he says. “But it still matters to me that you know.”


  I nod, feeling a bit guilty for my own secrets. I’d told him in the car that I hadn’t slept with any guy since him. And that’s technically true. But I have slept with Cass. One stupid, drunken time after I got back, and we both knew it was a mistake right away. And though I feel like I should tell him, I don’t want to put any sort of weird vibes between my best friend and my boyfriend, because no matter what else, right now, they are the two most important people in my life.


  So I only nod. “It’s okay,” I say. “I understand mistakes.”


  “She’s still a friend,” he continues. “She and Ronnie mean the world to me.”


  “Ronnie?”


  He strokes his finger over the little girl’s image. “Her daughter.”


  “She’s pretty darling.”


  “She’s a great kid.” He cocks his head and looks at me, just looks for so long that I start to feel a little bit antsy.


  “What?”


  “Nothing. I’m just glad you’re here.” He pulls me close and kisses me. “Someday I want you to meet both of them,” he adds, as he hangs the photograph back on the wall. “At any rate, you’re about Megan’s size. I think there are some clothes in the other bedroom you can wear on the island.”


  He leads me back across the corridor into the closed bedroom. It’s similar to his, only smaller. “This is her room?”


  “This is a guest room,” he says firmly. “She’s often a guest.”


  “Right. Sorry. I’m still slightly green.”


  He laughs. “I think I like that you’re jealous. Just not too much.”


  “Fair enough,” I say as he pulls open a drawer and takes out a pair of yoga pants and a T-shirt.


  “There are some jeans, too, if you’d prefer.”


  I check the size on pants and hold them up to myself. “No, I think these are okay. What about shoes?”


  That turns out not to be a problem, either, as Megan has left both flip-flops and canvas skids in the closet. They’re a tiny bit too big, but not enough that it’ll be a problem. “I guess I’m all set,” I say.


  “Good. Because all I want to do right now is get the boat out of the marina, put her on autopilot, and make love to you on the deck.”


  “Well,” I say, delighted. “I really can’t argue with that.”


  I follow him back onto the deck, then watch, feeling slightly useless, as he unties the ropes holding the boat in the slip, then carefully maneuvers her out of the marina.


  When we’re in the open water, he offers the captain’s chair to me.


  “Seriously?”


  “It’s just like driving a car,” he says, and though that’s not entirely accurate, it’s close enough. For that matter, it’s a little bit easier, because I only have to go forward. Staying within the lines really isn’t an issue.


  He stands behind me, his hands on my shoulders, his lips brushing my hair as I maneuver the yacht and try to focus on what I’m doing. “You know you’re distracting me, right?”


  “And yet I’m unconcerned about collisions.”


  “Can I ask you something?”


  “Of course.”


  “Why was Megan mad? At the screening, I mean.”


  His hands halt. “Because I’d done a stupid thing.”


  I tilt my head so that I can see him. “And have you fixed it?”


  “Yes,” he says. “I think I have.”


  He doesn’t elaborate, and I don’t press. Instead, I let him put the boat on autopilot, then take me to the other side of the top deck with the huge mattress and low tables for snacks and drinks.


  “Sunset’s soon,” he says. “I’ll go get some wine.”


  I watch him descend, feeling the sun beat down on me. The air is cool, but the way the boat is constructed puts this deck in a small depression so that I’m not chilled by the rush of the wind as the boat moves across the water.


  Still, Jackson’s well prepared, because I find both blankets and pillows in a small wooden chest, and I pull them out and lay them over the mattress, making a small nest for us to snuggle down in.


  And then, because I’m feeling just a bit wild and I want him to know it, I peel off the dress and slide under one of the blankets.


  “Well, now. This is very interesting.” He’s returned with the wine, and is looking at me with the kind of heat that makes me very glad I’ve already abandoned my pesky clothes. His eyes flick up to where I’ve left the dress draped over a chair, and then back down to where I am propped up against some pillows, the blanket pulled just high enough to cover my breasts. “Very interesting indeed.”


  He leans over and flicks a switch on a trunk-sized gray box that sits a few feet away. “Deck heater,” he says in response to my questioning glance. “I intend to pull that blanket down, and I’d hate for you to get a chill.”


  I grin. “How very thoughtful of you. And what do you intend to do once you’ve rid me of my blanket?”


  “Many things.”


  I hesitate, then try to keep my voice casual as I say, “The kinds of things you talked about in the car?”


  He slants a glance my way as he lowers himself on the mattress next to me. “Is that what you want?” He trails a finger over the top edge of the blanket. Just the lightest of touches, but the sparks from the contact ricochet through me, driving me a little bit crazy. “To go a little bit wild? A little bit kinky?”


  His voice has gotten softer even as his tone has become more commanding. It’s an intense combination, and I feel my sex clenching in response to nothing more than his words. “Are you longing to submit completely, trusting me to give you what you need? To take you where we both know you want to go?”


  I nod, not sure I can handle speech at the moment. His smile is slow and sexy and victorious. He leans over and brushes a kiss over my lips. “Good. I want that, too.” His finger hooks the top of the blanket and he pulls it down slowly to reveal all of me. My breasts, my waist, my hips, my sex. I hear the low noise he makes in his throat and feel the pleasure that comes with knowing he wants me. Then I shiver as he tugs the blanket the rest of the way down, exposing my legs, my feet, my toes.


  “Beautiful.” His voice holds wonder, as if he has just discovered treasure, and I tremble with delight knowing that it is me that has filled his senses.


  He bends down, then draws my big toe into his mouth, sucking gently. I arch up at the unexpected sensation—the sensual sparks that race up my inner thighs to my already throbbing sex. “Oh, god.”


  “Do you like that?” he asks, stretching out beside me, still fully clothed.


  “Not in the least,” I say.


  “There are punishments for lying.”


  “Really?” I drag my teeth over my lower lip. “That’s very interesting information.” I’ve never been spanked—that was not the kind of activity that fit with my previous approach to sex—but in this moment, with this man, I’m all about exploring the possibilities.


  He laughs, then kisses me. “Someone’s feeling naughty.”


  “Must be the sea air.”


  “Must be.” He traces his fingertip over my breast, his touch gentle, though my reaction is wild. “I still don’t know the stories behind all of these.”


  “Why don’t you guess?”


  He sits up and pours us each a glass of wine. “What do I get if I’m right?”


  “A kiss.”


  “How can I turn down that challenge?” He makes a spinning motion with his finger. “Over.”


  I comply, and as soon as I’m on my stomach his fingers start dancing over my skin, teasing me, tracing my tats. Then he finger-walks up my spine to land at the small symbol right between my shoulder blades. “This one.”


  “That’s a hard one,” I say.


  “It’s easy enough to see what it is. The arrows for rewind, fast forward, and play. The square for stop and the split square for pause. It’s a control panel for a digital recorder.”


  “Clever boy. But the hard question is what does it mean?”


  “I have no idea,” he admits. “But I’m curious enough to sacrifice that kiss.”


  “I cut my hair,” I say. “It used to hit right there. And when—” I take a deep breath and start over. “Bob liked my hair. Used to make a big deal out of it. And so when it was all over, I cut it. And that’s what Cass put there.”


  “Control,” he says in a musing tone. “You control it. How long. How short. What color.”


  I roll over, then prop myself up on my elbow and give him a kiss, long and deep, and when I pull away I let my teeth drag over his lower lip. “You’re very good at this game.”


  “I think I’d like to play again,” he says, and I take satisfaction from the need that fills his voice.


  I start to roll back to my stomach, but he stops me. “No. This one,” he says, pointing at the female symbol twined with a rose on my breast.


  I have to force myself not to squirm, because that is the one for Cass, and I’m not sure I want to tell him about that. But I’m the one who started this game, and I don’t think there’s a graceful way out. And the truth is that I have kept enough secrets from him. I don’t need to hold on to this one.


  “All right,” I say. “But you won’t guess. A shame, since I was looking forward to administering your prize.”


  “You have very little faith.”


  “On the contrary, I’m quite certain.”


  “Give me a moment.” He moves to straddle me. He is still fully clothed, and his jeans brush against my bare skin in a way that shouldn’t be provocative, but really is. He puts his hands on my waist, then strokes up until he reaches my breasts. He cups the right one, teasing it and playing with my nipple even as his other hand dances lightly over the tattoo.


  “You’re just stalling.” I’m a little breathless. Not only from the magic he’s working on my breast, but because he’s sitting right over my sex, and though I am not supporting all of his weight, I can feel his heat and the brush of denim against my sex. And, frankly, it’s making me crazy.


  “Maybe a little,” he says. “I thought you might enjoy the delay.”


  He’s got that right.


  I force myself to ignore the way my body is craving more than this slight touch and begin humming the theme from Jeopardy!


  He laughs. “Fair enough.” He meets my eyes. “This is the one for when you slept with Cass.”


  I am certain my face registers complete shock. “How did you get that simply from a tattoo?”


  “Not just a tattoo. That tattoo. And I got it because I know you. And once you told me she was gay it just made sense.”


  I’m still a little flabbergasted. I’m also a little relieved. If my best friend were a guy, the question would naturally come up. Have you two slept together, and then we’d deal with it. But despite political correctness, no boyfriend ever asks a girl if she’s slept with her best female friend. And despite being weirdly embarrassed about something I’m not the least bit ashamed of, I’m glad it’s out. I don’t want to be at the center of secrets between the people who are closest to me.


  I sigh, struck suddenly by how important Jackson is to me, and how quickly he’s filled my world.


  Then again, considering all the wasted time, it hasn’t really been quickly at all.


  He is studying my face. “Are you upset I asked?”


  “No. In fact, I was thinking that I’m relieved.”


  “So did you two date?”


  “No—no, it was just once, and we were both a little drunk. And she made a pass and I guess you could say I caught it.” I shrug. “We had fun. It was nice. Fine. I mean, I liked it, you know. But I’m not gay, although I guess maybe I was wishing I was. With the way I get, maybe I thought it would be easier. At any rate, she didn’t have any expectations, and it really was never even weird after.” I shrug again. “She’s my best friend and I love her, but we’re really just friends.”


  He’s watching me, his expression intense. “You trust her.”


  “Of course I do.”


  “That’s why it was fine.”


  He moves off me, and I take the opportunity to pull the blanket up, feeling suddenly strangely exposed.


  “She was in control, Syl. She was the one who had the power. But you were fine. No nightmares. And you liked it.”


  I nod slowly. I’d never thought of it like that.


  He takes my hand, then raises it to his lips. “You can trust me, too.”


  “I know I can,” I say, but I see the truth in his eyes. We’re not talking generically. He’s talking about my past. About the things I’ve held back.


  He’s talking about Bob.


  I manage a smile and reach for my wine. “I trust you,” I say, my voice airy. “Although I’m not sure why. You’re not keeping your promises, after all.”


  “No?”


  “You promised me earlier today that I’d get kink,” I say. “Wasn’t that the plan you outlined on the way to Damien’s? Instead, all I’ve gotten is talk, talk, talk.” I let my head fall back into the pillows as if bored.


  “You do have a point,” he says. “But with a boat on autopilot the kinds of things I have in mind may not be on the coast guard approved list of safe activities. But as soon as we’re tied up at the dock …”


  He lets his voice trail off as he bends over me, then brushes his lips over my belly. “In the meantime, you tell me if it looks like we’re going to hit a whale or an island.”


  His lips blaze a trail of kisses down my belly, making my muscles quiver and my body fire. When he reaches my pubis, he moves between my legs, then closes his mouth over my sex, teasing me with his tongue as his hands grip my hips to keep me steady against this onslaught of pleasure that is rising so fast because I have been so damn close all day.


  Except I don’t want it yet. Because I’ve decided what I want to tell him later. Not all of it. But most. Because I do trust him. And I want him to understand me.


  And so I will hold back my release as an enticement. My reward for sharing a secret.


  “Jackson,” I say, as he brings me so very close. “Stop.” I twine my fingers in his hair and pull him up.


  He looks at me with a question in those heat-filled eyes.


  “I want to stay here. On the edge. I like it. I don’t want to go over yet.”


  “Don’t you? I’ll remember that.”


  I swallow, wondering what sort of sensual door I’ve just opened.


  “The thing is,” I continue, “you never got your kiss for tattoo number two. And since I don’t think I’m qualified to keep an eye on the ship, I think you need to go sit in the captain’s chair.”


  “Do I?”


  I just smile innocently.


  He laughs, but complies, and I follow him a moment later to the top deck. The chair is upholstered and reminds me of the bucket seats in luxury SUVs, with armrests that rise and descend. It’s on a swivel base, and right now, it is facing forward and Jackson’s hand rests on the wheel. The lights of Catalina are behind us, and I can see Santa Cortez getting bigger in the distance.


  “How much longer?”


  “About half an hour,” he says.


  “Good,” I say, then shift his chair. I get on my knees and press my hand against his crotch, my face tilted up to his. I want to tell him that he makes me feel safe. That I trust him. But the words don’t come.


  I hope that he will understand from my actions.


  I drop my gaze and concentrate on his jeans. Slowly, I unbutton his fly, then free his cock. He’s hard and huge, and I want this. Want to taste him. Want to feel his excitement building. I need to give this to him, this man who has given me so much already.


  I need to give him this pleasure before I give him the harsh reality of my secrets.


  I use the tip of my tongue to tease him. I keep one hand on his thigh, but circle his cock with the other, and I can feel the way his muscles tighten. The way he shifts in the seat as he silently demands more. I feel it, and I like it. This sense of power. Of knowing that I’m leading him someplace sublime.


  I can’t take all of him, I know. But I draw him in, using my tongue and my hand to stroke and tease, keeping my mouth tight and sucking, trying to take him to the edge and growing more and more aroused with each small sound he makes. With the feel of his fingers tightening in my hair. With the way his cock tightens in my mouth and twitches as he comes close, so very close.


  “Stop.” His voice is a low demand, and he pulls me gently up. I release him reluctantly, but rise to kiss him, thrusting my tongue in his mouth, letting him taste his own pleasure.


  “Are you sure?” I ask when I break the kiss.


  “I want to be on the edge, too.”


  “Oh, really?”


  “I have plans for you,” he says.


  “Isn’t that interesting?”


  “Come here,” he says, and draws me into his lap. The armrest is down, and I’m cradled in his arms. I’m a little cold from the wind, but I don’t want to move to get the blanket. Instead, I snuggle closer, then sigh when he uses the control button on the dashboard to turn up the deck heaters aimed at the captain’s chair before wrapping his arms around me.


  I feel warm and safe and protected, and begin speaking as if sharing this with him is the most natural thing in the world. “There’s more, you know. About Bob, I mean.”


  His body tightens under mine, and when he speaks I can hear the precision in his voice, as if he has carefully chosen his words. “Do you want to tell me?”


  “I don’t know that I want to, but I think I need to.” I look up at him just long enough to draw strength from the way he is looking at me. Then I snuggle against his chest, because it is easier to talk that way, when I am wrapped up warm in his arms.


  “It was rape, what he did. I know that. But I don’t think I gave you the right impression when I told you the story before. It wasn’t—you know—he didn’t force me.”


  “He seduced you,” Jackson says, his voice full of vitriol. “If that’s what you call that kind of behavior with a fourteen-year-old girl.”


  I nod, feeling all of fourteen again. “He would touch me when he was adjusting a costume. He’d tell me I was pretty. That he wanted to touch my hair. That he just wanted to show me off.” My mouth feels full of cotton, but I press on, because I want to get it all out. For some reason, right now telling Jackson seems like the most important thing in the world. “Lots of that. Pretty words. And reasons why his staff couldn’t stay. And then he’d—”


  I draw a deep breath and swallow. “In the nightmares, it’s never really the way it happened. I’m usually there twice. One of me is watching, and the other is with him. He usually ties me up. Or makes me stand a certain way. Or he’s more forceful. Shoving his hand into my shirt. Making harsher threats. He just traps me somehow.” I lick dry lips. “But it wasn’t really like that. I mean, I know—knew—what he was doing was wrong. But it was all sort of clean.”


  I lift my head long enough to look up, and I can see on Jackson’s face that he wants to slap that word right out of the air, but I don’t know how to describe it otherwise. Because that’s part of what I hate so much.


  “That makes it worse,” I say. “Because the thing is—the thing is—”


  “You responded. You climaxed.”


  I press my face back against his chest and nod. “I hated what he did—hated it—but I liked the way it felt. I couldn’t control it. It was intense. Overwhelming. And no matter how hard I tried to hang on, I couldn’t. I didn’t want to, but I—”


  “He stole your control,” Jackson says. His words, tight and measured, are so full of fury I fear that one wrong word from me and they will go nuclear. “He perverted your pleasure. That fucker scarred you as deeply as if he’d had a knife, Sylvia.”


  He gently tilts my head up so that I am looking at him. And now his voice is as soft as a kiss. “You did nothing wrong, baby, while he was a monster. And I swear to god, if I ever find him, I’ll kill the son of a bitch.”


  nineteen


  It’s getting late by the time Jackson ties the boat up at the dock. I’d considered going onto the island tonight, but the only lights are at the dock and the area around the helipad, and stumbling around with flashlights seems silly.


  Besides, at the moment I’m more interested in being in Jackson’s arms than being on my island. And it is Sunday, after all. A girl has a right to enjoy her weekend.


  I am in Jackson’s cabin, wrapped up tight in his bathrobe as all those thoughts run through my head. And, frankly, the only thing I want right now is Jackson.


  As if my wish conjured him, he appears in the doorway. His grin is a little crooked and his eyes a little mischievous, and all I can think is how happy I am that we have reached the island and the boat is tied off and we don’t have to be concerned about the autopilot putting us in the path of a cruise liner.


  In other words, time for the evening’s fun.


  “I like seeing you in my robe.” He leans against the doorjamb. “I like it a lot.”


  “You might like it even better when I’m out of the robe.”


  “I might at that.” The room is small, so he is at my side in only three long strides. “Why don’t you take it off and get under the covers?”


  “I could do that,” I agree.


  I start to undo the tie, when his words still my hands: “We should get some sleep.”


  I cinch the robe tight again and look up at him. “Sleep?”


  He brushes my lips with a butterfly soft kiss. “After everything you told me—”


  I grab his hand. “After everything I told you, I need this. Please, Jackson, don’t make me sleep with those memories in my head. I want you. I want what you promised me.”


  He studies me for a moment, his expression unreadable. Then he points to the bed. “Take off the robe.”


  “Jackson—”


  “No.” He holds up a finger in a gesture of silence. “No argument. No objection. Are we clear?”


  We are. Very. And I have to fight my smile of victory. Instead, I look up at him, my face bland, as I take the robe off and let it drop to the floor. I don’t move, waiting for him to tell me what to do next.


  He says nothing, though. He simply stands there, right beside me, the heat he is emitting so intense I fear it will burn us. His eyes rake over me, and I see the bulge of his erection beneath the denim of his jeans. “Christ, you’re beautiful. I could spend the rest of my life looking at you and still not have my fill.”


  He moves closer, then traces my lip with his fingertip before ordering me to suck. I do, and with every tug I feel the heat between my legs grow more and more demanding.


  “That’s right, baby.” He uses his free hand to take one of mine, then slides it between my legs. He guides me, so that I am touching myself, my fingers sliding over my slick heat, and that would be erotic enough, but the combination of his hand, mine, the sucking, is all building up inside of me, growing and growing until I am so close that all I want to do is thrust our joint hands inside myself as I come.


  But just as I am on the verge of doing exactly that, he tugs his finger free of my mouth, then gently pulls my hand away from my sex. I breathe hard, mourning the loss, but I don’t protest. I know enough to know that would be against the rules.


  “On the bed. Spread your legs.”


  I do, albeit with more than a little shyness. But I am rewarded with a look of pure passion, and that emboldens me. I bite my lower lip and spread them even wider. And then, with my eyes on his, I reach down and slide my fingers into my sex, then arch up at the unexpected intensity of this touch, all the more powerful now that he is watching.


  “Good girl,” he says. “Touch yourself. Stroke yourself. I need a minute, and when I get back, I want you hot and ready for me, so don’t stop. But don’t come. If you do, we’re done for the night, sweetheart.”


  Games. But I like them, and I do what he asks, stroking and teasing, and letting the pleasure build. And then, because I am determined to make him just as wild as he is making me, I bring my other hand up and play with my breast, teasing my nipple, and knowing that I cannot get too carried away because Jackson is a man who means what he says—and I am not ready for this night to be over any more than I want it to end without him inside of me.


  He said nothing about being quiet, and so I call to him. He is in the small closet area just inside the bedroom, and he is on the floor in front of the open closet door. There is a trunk open in front of him, but I cannot see what is in it. Not until he stands and I see a length of rope and something black and silky. He hesitates, then drops the rope.


  I don’t have to ask to understand why. I’d run that first night in the hotel. He’d bound me and blindfolded me, and now Jackson fears that combination is too much.


  It’s not, though. I am certain of it. Even if the nightmares come, I’m not going to run again. Not unless I’m running to Jackson.


  “Will you tell me what’s in the trunk?”


  He smiles as he comes toward me with the length of black silk. “I’ll do better than that. I’ll show you. But not tonight. Tonight, I don’t intend to let you see anything.” He motions for me to sit up. “Kneel,” he says, “but keep your knees apart, your hands behind you.”


  “You’re going easy on me,” I say as he puts the blindfold around my eyes and secures it. I try to keep my tone teasing, but some accusation comes through.


  “Easy?” he retorts. “Or starting slow? Giving us something to build to? But if you have complaints, be sure to tell me.” As he speaks, his finger slides inside me, and I arch up, reacting to this unexpected pleasure.


  He had touched me nowhere before, and the penetration surprises me, sending shocks of awareness through me, and heightening my senses. It is as if I am a spring waiting to pop, and as he withdraws his finger, I moan in protest, because now there is no contact at all, and I am left to the mercy of awareness and anticipation.


  It’s a state I’ve never been in before, and I am more aroused than I have ever been. So no. I’m definitely not complaining.


  “You’re so beautiful,” he says. “Your breasts,” he whispers as he touches my lips. “Your cunt,” he murmurs as he flicks my nipple. “Your lips,” he says, as he strokes my clit. Every touch is in contrast to his words, and I bite down on my lip trying to keep a grip on the sensual symphony that he is playing across my body.


  “This is how I want you,” he says. “Open to me. Trusting me. So aroused and beautiful. You fit me, Sylvia. We fit each other. Every time I touch you it’s a gift. Every time I kiss you, I find myself just a little bit more.”


  “Jackson …” His words are melting me, squeezing tight around my heart.


  “Lean forward,” he orders. “Knees and forearms.”


  I do, and I feel the bed shift as he gets on beside me. I try to judge where he will touch me from the shift of the mattress, but it’s no use. I feel his lips on the back of my neck, then traveling down my spine. Then his hands cup the curve of my rear.


  “You have the most perfect ass,” he says, and then kisses each cheek as if paying homage before silently urging me to spread my legs.


  I hesitate, but not because I do not want to comply. On the contrary, I’m astounded by how much I want to do exactly that. By how easily and perfectly Jackson pegged me. The control I’d been grabbing with the men I’d claimed at places like Avalon was only an illusion. A bandage over pain and memory. But this—this is what I want. What makes me feel. And I trust Jackson enough to let go and do exactly that.


  “Now,” he urges, and I comply, then quiver with delight as he cups my sex, then strokes me all the way up, over my perineum, my ass, then along my spine, moving his own body in closer as he leans over me. The feeling is delicious, as if he is tracing a cord across my body, and with one quick tug he will light me up.


  At some point, he stripped off his clothes, and the new sensation of skin upon skin makes sparks skitter all over me. “I should draw this out,” he says. “I should tease you until you’re close to breaking. But dammit, Sylvia, I’ve wanted you all day. Imagined you at that damn party with your cunt slick and hot and waiting for me. Had my mouth on your cunt. Held you naked in my lap on the deck. I’ve imagined fucking you so many times today, that I can’t wait any longer.”


  “Then don’t,” I say, bending my arms so that I’m right there, open for him. Wet for him.


  “Oh, Christ, Syl. You’re going to destroy me.”


  I feel him move. Feel his hands grip my hips. And then the sweet pressure of his fingers teasing me, opening and stretching me before he takes me. His cock is thick, but I’m so ready for him, and when he thrusts into me, at first slowly, and then with increasing wildness, I cry out in welcome and abandon.


  I am bent over as he pounds into me, from this position unable to match his thrusts, and so I am at his mercy, letting him hold me still and use me to find his rhythm, letting his fingers reach around to stroke my clit in time with his thrusts. I’ve never been fucked like this before, and I like it. It makes me feel open and wild. It makes me feel like I’m his.


  And when he explodes inside me—when he continues to tease my clit and urges me to “let go, baby, just let go”—I find my release, too, and explode so violently that my body goes limp and I collapse onto the bed, still blind, but thoroughly and completely sated.


  I feel him withdraw, soft now, then use a tissue to clean me up before spooning against me. He gently removes my blindfold and I roll over to face him. I start to speak, but he cuts me off with a kiss that is so wild and deep and passionate that it fills me as much as his cock had before, and is at least as sensual.


  “Now,” he says softly when he breaks the kiss. “This time you really do have to get under the covers and sleep.”


  “Only if you’re with me.”


  “Sweetheart, you couldn’t kick me out if you tried.”


  He pulls the covers down, but I’m so wasted and limp that he has to help me under. And then, when he gets in beside me, I curl up against him, our legs twined together, then fall asleep content in his arms.


  I wake hours later to the scent of coffee and cinnamon. “I could get used to this,” I say as I sit up against the pillows and accept the tray that has coffee, cream, and a warmed up cinnamon roll.


  “I could, too,” he says, then kisses me softly.


  I take a sip of my coffee, enjoying it, but enjoying more the view of Jackson changing into a pair of khaki slacks and a casual linen shirt.


  “Shall I hurry?”


  “Take your time. I’ve got some work to do on the computer, and the island’s not going anywhere.”


  He squeezes my hand, then heads out. I lean back against the pillows again, relishing this sense of belonging. Of being part of this space. His space.


  Once I’m done with breakfast, I shower and change into the same yoga pants and shirt I’d borrowed last night. Then I head up top to find him in his office. He has three huge computer monitors and there is drafting software open on one, a topographical map of the island on another, and a word processor open on the third.


  I glance at the map and see that it’s one of the naval maps that Nigel sent over upon acquisition. “How’d you get that?”


  “Aiden,” he says. “I called while you were in the shower and he sent it over. He also said it should be in your area on the Stark directory, but that I would understand that he couldn’t give me access to your files.”


  “You’re very efficient,” I say, squeezing in beside him so that I can access the company website and then the private, secure area. I’ve got my files open in under five minutes, and I transfer all the various maps and surveys and photographs of the island to a folder on Jackson’s computer.


  “And now you know what I know.”


  “This is good information,” he says, opening files and sending them to the printer. “Let me just pull this stuff together and we can get going. I packed some snacks already, but if you’d grab some water bottles, that would be great.”


  Since that’s a good idea, I do that. I consider taking a bottle of chilled wine, but decide against it. This may be a romantic, secluded island, but it’s also work. And probably best if we keep the line from getting blurred.


  We leave the boat and walk down the floating dock to the helipad and the section of the island that’s been earmarked for storage and staging.


  I point to the same path I’d followed to find Nikki and Damien just a few days before. “So I figure we can head that way and follow the island’s perimeter. It’s not huge, but it’s not tiny. It takes about three hours to make the full circle, more if we’re stopping to take notes or photos.”


  I wish I had my camera, but Jackson has brought a pocket-sized one that has a decent zoom lens, so at least we’ll be able to document areas to accompany his notes.


  I’m thinking about that—and wondering if I need to run back for an extra notepad—when Jackson takes my hand and tugs me to him, then draws me into a long, intense, bone-melting kiss. One hand is twined in my hair, the other sliding down the waistband of my pants. He cups my ass, then squeezes as his tongue teases me, and I know that I am already desperately wet.


  I break away, breathing hard. “Not exactly workplace behavior, Mr. Steele.”


  “And there won’t be a repeat performance, Ms. Brooks. But I thought a long kiss to tide us over was in order. After all, if I’m not going to get my From Here to Eternity moment in the cold Pacific, I at least wanted a kiss under the hot sun.”


  I can’t help but laugh. I’d told him we need to focus on work, especially since we have to be back in the office tomorrow. Apparently he took my admonition to heart.


  “Then again, I’m not sure it’s worth trying to keep a professional demeanor,” I say. I point to the security camera that has surely captured that moment.


  “Never fear. Your reputation is safe with me.” He goes to the pole, finds the control that raises and lowers the camera, then opens the weatherproof housing and pulls out a memory disk.


  “Jackson!”


  “Problem?” He flashes me an innocent look, and I do my best to appear stern.


  “You realize that’s just a backup? The feed goes live back to the security office at Stark Tower.”


  He just shrugs and grins and tucks the disk in his pocket. “Souvenir,” he says. “I think I’ll pull that image and make it my screen saver.”


  I laugh, but point to the pole and the camera. “You must have been a handful when you were a kid.”


  “You have no idea,” he says. “Hang on.”


  And then he jogs back to the boat while I’m left waiting, and wondering what the hell he’s doing.


  When he doesn’t come back immediately I consider following, then decide to spend the time checking the equipment stored here. I’m just about to open the shed when he returns. I cross my arms and tap my foot.


  “Just following directions,” he says, then pops the disk back in place before returning the camera to its original position.


  “Let me guess. You have a new screen saver.”


  “You,” he says as he taps the tip of my nose, “are a very smart woman.”


  “You’re very playful.”


  “Why wouldn’t I be? I had an extremely excellent night. I woke up beside a beautiful woman. And now I’ve been handed this exceptional canvas.” He sweeps his arm out to encompass the island. “Thank you,” he says, and the genuine sincerity in his voice makes my knees go a little weak.


  “I always wanted you,” I confess. “Glau was a very poor substitute.”


  “Hell yeah, he was,” Jackson says, and we both laugh.


  He picks his rucksack up from where he left it by the security camera, then nods toward the path. “Show me our island.”


  Our island.


  I like the sound of that.


  As it turns out, I’m right about it taking more than three hours to walk the circumference. Instead, it takes six. We spend the time discussing my vision for the resort. The section of the island carved out for couples, the area devoted to families. How the various recreational activities will be woven in. The number and type of restaurants I anticipate.


  “This resort will be family oriented, but there should still be some areas that are private. I don’t want someone on a honeymoon or anniversary to feel this isn’t the place for them.”


  We’ve made it back almost full circle, and now we’re on a sandy beach a few hundred yards from the dock. “Maybe one exclusive area with upscale bungalows and private beaches. The area with the inlet would be perfect,” he says. “Let me show you.”


  He pulls out a notebook and sits in the sand, completely unconcerned about the way his pants are getting soaked or the water coming in to tease his feet, now bare since we tossed our shoes up by the dunes.


  I watch his face and the sketch that is coming to life on the paper. He is completely absorbed, lost in this new world that right now lives only in his imagination.


  His intensity is compelling, and I drop down beside him, then watch, enraptured, as he continues to put his vision on paper. Even as a sketch, it captures everything I’ve told him I want and yet makes it bolder, better.


  He pauses and looks up, his eyes just a little glazed as if he has forgotten where he is. When he focuses on me, though, his eyes clear, and he lifts a brow in question.


  “Perfect,” I say. And when I press a kiss to his cheek, I hope he understands that I mean so much more than the resort.
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  “I see what Glau was getting at with the consolidation of all the recreation facilities in one area,” Jackson is saying as the elevator doors open and we step into the office’s penthouse foyer. We’d spent the morning on the twenty-sixth floor in the previously empty space that Stark International has made available to Jackson and his team for the duration of the project.


  Now, we’re on our way up for a meeting with Damien, but Jackson’s mind is still on the designs that he’d taped to the wall and then immediately started revising with bold blue pencil.


  “It’s not only a terrible use of the natural space, but it also limits the flexibility of the resort as a whole.” He glances up, sees Rachel waving us over, and gives her a halfhearted wave as he flips more pages in the notebook he’s holding. “I also want to discuss the construction crew. Unless you’re contractually locked in, I’m more comfortable with my own team.”


  “If we hit a snag, we can bring Aiden in, but you and I can work it out. Is Mr. Stark ready for us?” I ask Rachel as we reach her desk.


  I glance down and can see by the light on the phone that he’s not. I glance at my watch and then frown. Damien is exceptionally prompt, and I can’t help but wonder why he’s still on a call when we’re scheduled to meet with him right now.


  Not my problem.


  The reminder isn’t easy to swallow. I’ve sat at this desk for so long that it’s strange not to be behind it on a weekday, even if the reason I’m not behind it is management.


  “How’s the desk?” I ask Rachel, my curiosity getting the better of me.


  “Busier than on the weekends,” she says. “Thanks for letting me pick up Monday and today.”


  “Don’t thank me. I’m thrilled, too. Gives me more time on real estate.”


  “Speaking of, guess who I had drinks with last night.”


  “Aiden?” Rachel’s pretty and fun, and I’ve always thought they would make a cute couple. But she just shakes her head and says, “I wish! No, Trent.” From her smile, I can see that she does not consider Trent to be sloppy seconds.


  And while I would be less than enthusiastic about him myself, I have to agree that Trent is both nice and competent, if rather dull. I keep my mouth closed about that last part.


  “So?” I say. “Details, please.”


  “No big deal, really,” she says, but her blush suggests otherwise. “But he was up here last night. I was, too, because Damien had one of his international conference calls from his house, and I was here in case he needed me to pull files or something.”


  “Why was Trent here? Was the call about the Century City or Bahamas projects?” Those may not be my projects, but I’m hoping to be officially in that department soon, and if there’s something cooking, I want to know about it.


  “Oh, no. He didn’t say why he was here, but since he asked me out, I think that was the real reason. And he hung out for the whole call. Even watched my desk when I had to run into the apartment to get some files that Damien left in the kitchen,” she adds, referring to the private residence that covers half of this floor. “After that, we split an entire bottle of wine down at the Biltmore’s bar. And I think that if we both hadn’t needed to get up early, I might still be on a date.”


  My smile is genuine. “Good for you.”


  “I know, right? It’s been forever since I’ve had s-e-x.” She glances at Jackson as she spells, as if that’s going to somehow keep him from picking up the thread of our conversation.


  I’m about to ask her what happened with the last guy she was dating when the intercom buzzes.


  “Are they here?”


  I frown. Damien’s voice is rarely that tight, and I wonder what morning crisis he’s had to handle with Rachel at the desk rather than me.


  “I was just about to send them in,” Rachel says.


  As Jackson levers himself off the reception couch, I give Rachel a quick nod, and she pushes the button to open the door.


  Damien is standing by the window when we enter, and as the door shuts behind us, he hits a button on the remote he is holding. Immediately, the automatic blinds that cover the wall of windows start to close, shifting the room into dark.


  The projection screen begins to descend and a tabloid-style headline splashes onto it:


  Sex, Sand & Starkalicious Scandal!


  “Would one of you care to tell me what the hell this is?” Damien’s voice is taut to the breaking point.


  I look at Jackson, who does not look at me. Instead, he studies the screen where an article is now scrolling beneath the headline, complete with hyperlinks to other LA Scandal website articles.


  Damien Stark—whose place in the scandal firmament was assured by both his recent murder trial (the charges of which were dismissed—the scandalous Stark was not acquitted!) and the sexilicious deal he made with his now-wife Nikki Fairchild (more here)—just might be at it again!


  Has he opened up his problem-plagued, not-yet-operational resort on the recently purchased Santa Cortez island to investors for use as their own private playground? A secret hideaway for illicit affairs? Take a look at this footage of scandal-magnet Dallas Sykes and “friend” Melissa Baronne and draw your own conclusions. We can guess what Ms. Baronne’s husband is thinking!


  “Oh my god,” I say, as a looped image of Sykes in a lip-lock with a twenty-something bombshell starts to play. “How—”


  “A very good question,” Damien says, his dual-colored eyes reflecting the tight grip he is keeping on control. His attention is laser-locked on Jackson. “We don’t even have plans from you, Mr. Steele, and we already have scandal. Not only does this play against the family resort atmosphere we’re aiming for, but this company now has a part in putting out gossip about one of our key investors. Not to mention a man with whom I’m currently in other negotiations.”


  “Is that an accusation, Stark?” Jackson asks.


  “There were a limited number of people at my house on Sunday when Nikki mentioned Sykes and his girlfriend.”


  “Unless those cameras were designed during the Dark Ages, the images are sent digitally from the source to your security department. Probably also simultaneously copied to your server and backup server.” Jackson’s voice is as sharp and precise as a scalpel. As for me, I’m feeling rather sick.


  “You have an oversight division that surely goes over incoming footage,” he continues. “And I’d bet money that reviewing the incoming feed from the island is the responsibility of at least one desk security guard. If you’re not going to monitor activity around all that expensive equipment, then why have the system in place at all?”


  He looks around the room as if searching for something. “I wasn’t the only one at your party, Mr. Stark. And there’ve been a lot of eyes on that image,” he says. “And yet I’m the only one in here getting my ass bitten off.”


  “And if I learn that any of those folks are displeased about a past business arrangement, I’ll be sure to call them in,” Damien says as he aims the remote and continues to scroll through the article.


  I read the words that pop up and feel even more queasy.


  Perhaps conflict with starchitect—or should we say “Starkitect”—Jackson Steele is adding some stress to the mix over at Stark International. Our scandal scouts say that Steele is the newest addition to The Resort at Cortez team, but that Steele is no fan of Damien Stark. Just a few months ago, Steele announced that he had no interest in working on a Stark International project. So what could have un-hardened a heart made of Steele? We smell scandal!


  “Care to explain?”


  “I said that to your wife several months ago,” Jackson says mildly. “And repeated it to you. What someone who overheard us prints or tells a reporter isn’t something I can control.”


  “Are you unhappy about what happened in Atlanta, Mr. Steele?”


  “What?” Jackson asks, his eyes darting immediately to me.


  “With the Brighton Consortium,” Damien continues smoothly. “I’ve come to learn that if the project had gone forward, you would have been awarded the contract to design and build the complex on the full four hundred acres.”


  I look between the two men. I hadn’t realized how much Jackson lost when the Brighton deal exploded.


  “I wasn’t the only one hurt when you swooped in, Stark. The consortium had investors, and yet you pulled strings and got your hands on enough of the earmarked land that there was no way the complex could be completed. Everyone involved took a loss. Everyone but you.”


  “Business is about opportunities, Mr. Steele. Not coddling.”


  “I see. I must have been confused by the references to racketeering and fraud being tossed around at the time.”


  I have my hand on the edge of Damien’s desk, using that to keep my balance. I may not know the details of what happened in Atlanta, but I do know that the vitriol in this room is beyond toxic.


  “So you’ve been holding on to a grudge based on your skewed version of the facts for five years, and when the opportunity arose to shove a few barbs my way you jumped on it—and injured Ms. Brooks and the real estate department in the process.”


  “Are you actually suggesting that I would harm a project that now bears my name simply to get back at you?”


  Damien takes a single step toward Jackson. “I know my own mind. I know my own code, and I know how I value my work and what I have built over the years. But I know very little about you, Mr. Steele. I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt for now. But if it turns out that you’re behind this, I promise I will bury you.”


  “Understood,” Jackson says.


  He turns to leave, and I move to follow. Because right then, I want to know what’s inside Jackson’s head.


  “Stay,” Damien says.


  Jackson catches my eye, nods a brief acknowledgment, then strides out the door with the cool and calm demeanor of a man who doesn’t have a care in the world.


  “What did you notice?” Damien asks me the moment the door shuts.


  I force myself to stand up straight and not panic. “He never denied it.”


  “No,” Damien says as he takes a seat behind his desk. “He didn’t.”


  “What does that mean?” I ask, afraid that I already know.


  Damien surprises me by shaking his head just slightly. “Might mean nothing.” He meets my eyes. “If I’d been in his position I wouldn’t admit or deny anything, either. Why give some fucker who’s put you on the spot the satisfaction?”


  I exhale, then sag a bit in relief. “I see.” My relief is short-lived, however, when I remember the one thing that Damien still does not know—the memory card that Jackson took from the island. I think of it—and feel anger and betrayal boil in my gut.


  “But I’ll keep my eye on him and the project. He’s in a unique position to cause some real hurt. You should keep an eye out, too,” he adds, and something in his voice suggests that it’s not hurt to the company he means, but to me.


  I conjure a generic smile. “I will. Of course.” I take a half-step toward the door, eager to get out, but Damien halts me with his next words. “There’s something else you need to see.”


  Something in his voice fills me with dread, and I turn back to him slowly. “What’s wrong?”


  He nods toward the screen. The LA Scandal article disappears, replaced by a single photograph.


  I swallow as my cheeks heat with mortification. It’s an image of me and Jackson locked in an embrace. And not a sweet end-of-a-movie-type kiss, either. No, this was when Jackson had grabbed me, pulling me close, practically fucking my mouth with his tongue. One hand is in my hair, the other starting to slide under the waistband of the yoga pants to tease my ass.


  Just looking at the image makes me squirm—in embarrassment, yes, but also from the memory.


  “Mr. Stark,” I say, then have to clear my throat because that came out way too high and squeaky. “I’m—”


  I give up, not sure if I should start by apologizing for being caught on tape or for being unprofessional. And not entirely sure how to phrase either.


  “Sit down.”


  I sit. Legs together, hands in my lap, eyes down.


  “Look at me.”


  I draw in a breath and lift my head, prepared for whatever lashing he’s about to dole out. But where I expect to see retribution on his face, I see only concern. “You’re not in trouble, Syl,” he says gently. “But I am worried.”


  I feel myself relax immediately. “I didn’t think about the security cameras. And then when I remembered—well, I never thought that you—that anyone—would see that.” Not entirely true. I knew the guys in security would, but none of them would have sent the picture to Damien without telling me first.


  “I doubt I would have had it not been for the Scandal story. I pulled the feed myself.”


  “So this isn’t wide?” I realize only as I say the word that I’d been half-worried that this was fodder for some second LA Scandal story.


  “As far as I know, no one’s seen it except me and Nikki. I found it at home. She was with me. I’m sorry about that.”


  “No, it’s okay.” I run my fingers through my hair, not really sure how I feel about any of this other than horribly embarrassed and incredibly unprofessional. “You should know that—”


  Once again I cut myself off. I’d been about to deny, but deny what? That Jackson and I are involved? We are. That it has nothing to do with the resort? It does.


  Finally, I settle on the generic. “You should know that although I’m incredibly embarrassed that you’ve seen that, it doesn’t negatively impact the resort. Not my dedication to the project or Jackson’s.”


  “I’m going to say this only once—I believe you. But if it turns out I’m wrong, I’ll take you off the resort and put Trent on it so fast your head will spin.”


  I squeeze my fingers together. “I understand.”


  “That’s not my primary concern, though.”


  “There’s no policy against intra-office dating, and—”


  “Dammit, Sylvia.”


  I freeze. “Sir?”


  “This isn’t about policy. This is about you.”


  I wait, not sure where this is going.


  “You’re a good employee, but you’re also a good friend. I understand men like Steele, and I don’t want to see you hurt.”


  “I—oh.” I draw in a breath.


  “I don’t trust him. I’ve given him the benefit of the doubt about the Sykes footage, but the key word there is doubt.”


  “I understand. But I believe him.” The latter is not entirely true. Because right now I’m not sure. I want to believe that Jackson wouldn’t do that—wouldn’t use our time on the island to gain some leverage against the project. Against Stark.


  I want to believe it—but there’s the damn memory card filling my head.


  That, however, is not something Damien needs to know, and I feel a little sick. Both from my rising anger and worry, and from the simple fact that I’m keeping secrets from my boss.


  Damien’s smile is thin. “I know you trust him. And now we’ve circled back to why I’m worried about you.”


  He moves his hand in a dismissive gesture. “We’ll drop it now. But, Syl, I’m going to pay attention. And if I think that he’s using you as a way to get to the project—or if he’s doing anything to hurt you—I will destroy him. I protect my employees, Ms. Brooks. And I also watch out for my friends.”


  I nod, moved by the words, even though the concern behind them scares me. Because between my knowledge of the memory card and the doubt that Damien has planted, my thoughts are spinning. I rise, ready to get out and get my head clear.


  “One more thing before you go. It’s possible my father is part of this.”


  “Your father?”


  “He’s meddled in my business before, pulled in the gossip rags, manipulated things for his own benefit.”


  I nod. I know well enough that what Damien says is true.


  “And he’s the type of man who would pull strings from behind the scenes.”


  “You think he’s getting information from someone here?” I frown, remembering that Jeremiah Stark had been at the documentary screening. Evelyn said he was on the National Historic and Architectural Conservation Project’s board, just like Michael Prado. Did that mean he knew Jackson? And even if he did, so what?


  I start to mention the connection to Damien, but decide against it. The truth is there is no connection—just my mind turning in conspiratorial circles. And until I ask Jackson, there’s no reason to mention a thing—although those damn doubts of mine are now buzzing around like gnats.


  “I think it’s something to think about,” he says, “but don’t think too hard. Focus on the work, not the scandal. That’s just noise, Sylvia.”


  I nod. From his perspective, he’s right. From mine, I need to ask Jackson about the scandal—and about that goddamn memory disk. And even about Jeremiah Fucking Stark.


  “I leave in just a few hours. I don’t like going away when someone is fucking with my company.”


  “I know how to reach you if anything else happens,” I say. “Or if we learn anything concrete.”


  I manage to remain calm and professional throughout the rest of our meeting, going over travel arrangements with Damien, things that I need to handle for his desk or pass off to Rachel.


  By the time I leave, though, I’ve pent up so much worry and fear that I’m about to explode.


  “What’s the matter?” Rachel asks, but I wave the question away. I need to update her on a lot of things, but that is just going to have to wait. Right now, I need to talk to Jackson.


  I find him on twenty-six, in the corner office which is the only fully finished area on this floor. The rest will be built out over the next few weeks to provide additional workspace for any draftsmen or other staff that Jackson needs to bring in on the project.


  There is also a reception desk just outside the office for Jackson’s overprotective secretary. Right now, she’s still in New York, but Jackson has already said that he may bring her out and keep his New York office temporarily dark while he’s on the West Coast.


  I remember the way she kept him from me when I tried to make an appointment. This time, there is no dragon to get past, and I shove Jackson’s door open and burst into his office.


  He’s standing at a drafting table, and looks up, surprised, when I blow in.


  The room is a mess. Papers scattered everywhere, boxes tilted on their side, and I cannot tell if this is the chaos of moving or if Jackson has done a number on the room himself.


  I suspect the latter, and that only rekindles my temper and fears about that memory card.


  “I should have known.” My voice is harsh yet controlled. Too controlled. “You told me. You told me this was about revenge. I thought you meant me. But all this time, you’re trying to get back at Damien?”


  He lifts a finger, and holds it toward me, his face so tight that I know he is fighting not to explode. Frankly, I know the feeling.


  “Do not start with me,” he says. “Don’t you burst in here and tell me that you believe what that son of a bitch is saying.”


  “Goddammit, I trusted you. Desperately. Intimately. You can’t fuck with trust like that, Jackson. You just can’t.”


  For a moment, I think I see hurt flash in his eyes. Then there is only cold calculation. “What exactly do you think you know?”


  “The memory disk? That bullshit about a screen saver. You used me.” I feel my eyes burn, and for the first time in my life I’m grateful that I cannot burst into tears. “You fucking used me. And why? So you can make Damien look bad?”


  “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jackson says very slowly. “And as for trust, I’m not seeing a lot of it from you, either.”


  I take a deep breath and try to calm my temper. “Fine. Okay. Fine.” I drag my fingers through my hair and try to regroup. “Do you know Jeremiah Stark?”


  “Stark’s father?”


  “Damien thinks that his father may be behind some sabotage at the company.”


  I try to read Jackson’s face, searching for knowledge, but I see nothing but confusion, and I’m relieved.


  “Why?”


  “It’s happened before. I can’t get into the details, but I’ve seen a lot, and I’ve seen that man do some pretty reprehensible things, and the fact that Damien’s his son only makes it worse. I mean, fathers should protect their kids, not use them.”


  Jackson takes a step toward me, but right then, I do not want his compassion. I’ve let my own shit slide into this conversation, and that is not somewhere I need to go.


  I lift my head, steeling my resolve, and ask him point-blank, “Are you working with Jeremiah Stark?”


  He stops cold, and the gentleness I saw in him a moment ago vanishes. “Are you fucking kidding me?”


  “Stark was at your documentary,” I say. “I saw him. And now I want an answer. Do you know him? Are you working with him?”


  “I am absolutely not working with Jeremiah Stark,” he says, and I believe him.


  I still don’t know what to think, though. I know what I saw with the memory disk. I remember what Trent told me about Jackson researching the island before he was even offered the project.


  I think about all that—and I don’t know what it means.


  “So what’s going on here?” Jackson says. “Is your boss firing me?”


  I shake my head. “No. There’s no proof.” I meet his eyes. “Damien doesn’t know you took the memory disk.”


  “I took the disk because I wanted a picture of us. I already told you that.”


  “Yeah,” I say. “That’s what you said. You also said you wanted revenge.” I draw in a breath. “The truth is, I don’t know what’s going on, Jackson. But the bottom line is that I’m not letting you fuck up my resort because of some vendetta you have against Damien for some land deal that happened five years ago.”


  “I guess you know what you know,” he says coldly.


  “I know I need to be careful,” I say. “I know I need to be smart.” I’m afraid, so very afraid, that I’ve opened myself too much to this man. That I know better than to let myself trust. And that now I am paying the price.


  “Then be smart,” he says. “Because if you use your head, you know that I would never, ever put this project in jeopardy. My reputation means too much to me. You mean too much to me. Everything you’ve told me? Every part of yourself that you’ve given me? Do you really believe I would violate that trust?”


  “I don’t know,” I admit, and feel as though my heart is breaking. “I just don’t know.”


  “No? Well, you should.”


  “Jackson.”


  “Go,” he says.


  “Jackson, dammit, we need to—”


  “Right now, Sylvia, I need you to leave.”
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  Right now, Sylvia, I need you to leave.


  The words cut through me, hot and horrible. They’re my words, the ones I said to him so many years ago. And for over an hour they fill my head as I shower and redo my makeup in the women’s locker room.


  When I can’t use that as an excuse for hiding anymore, I go up to my desk on twenty-seven and try to get some work done on the resort, hoping that poring over details will leave no room for my thoughts of Jackson.


  But considering the project for the day is dealing with the FAA about the small landing strip, my mood has not improved much by the time I push my work aside so that I can walk down the hill to the offices of Bender, Twain & McGuire, where Cass is meeting Ollie for her franchise planning meeting.


  I’ve been to this office dozens of times with Damien, so I’m not surprised when Cyndee, the receptionist, tells me to just go on back to the small conference room. The blinds are closed, and I feel a stab of guilt as I realize that I’m running five minutes late, and the meeting has started without me.


  I tap on the door, then let myself in, my apology dying on my lips when I see Jackson sitting next to Cass.


  Across the table from them, Ollie looks up. “Sylvia, we’re just getting started. Help yourself to a cookie,” he adds, pointing to the familiar tray of cookies and Danish, which is my favorite part of coming to meetings at this office. The snacks are awesome.


  I grab an oatmeal-raisin cookie and take the seat next to Cass so that she is a buffer between Jackson and me. I feel his eyes on me, but I don’t look his way. I can’t look at him and be certain that I can keep my shit together. And this meeting is too important to Cass to allow my personal problems to mess with my head or her deal.


  Despite her nerves and her fears, the questions that Cass fires at Ollie are good ones. I’m impressed with Ollie, too. I’ve never worked directly with him, but I do know that he was in the litigation department for a while, and I’d been a little concerned that he wasn’t going to be up to speed on the ins and outs of franchising. But he knows his stuff, and he not only runs Cass through all the moving parts that need to happen to get her set up, but he’s also incredibly patient with her questions and doesn’t fall back into legalese.


  Jackson’s no doormat, either, and he interjects a number of points to clarify what Ollie has said or to ask for further explanation. He’s so helpful, that despite my still raw nerves, I’m grateful that he’s come.


  “So I’ve given you a lot to consider,” Ollie says as the meeting draws to a close. “Your homework is to think about bringing in investors. It will reduce your risk substantially, but also reduces your overall equity position. It all boils down to risk and reward. And control,” he adds. “Right now, you’re the only face of Totally Tattoo, and you have been for a while. Think about whether that’s something you’re willing to give up.”


  “I will,” she promises.


  We say our goodbyes, then head for the lobby while Ollie goes in the opposite direction to his office.


  “Thanks so much for coming, you guys,” Cass says, giving me a hug. Then she turns to Jackson and gives him a hug as well. “You’re as awesome as Syl said you were.”


  “Am I?” Jackson says, looking over her head to me.


  I bite my lip, realizing that this is the first time they’ve actually met. And also realizing that I haven’t yet had the chance to bring Cass up to speed on the most recent drama.


  “Zee was totally irritated that I couldn’t meet her right after work, so I’m going to go try to catch up with her for drinks. You guys want to come?”


  I shake my head. “I’m meeting Wyatt for a photography session. And I need to run home and change and get my camera first.” I’d thought about canceling when Nikki left a voice mail, excited to learn that Damien was taking her to New York tonight. But the truth is, I haven’t spent enough time behind the lens lately. And right now I’m messed up enough that the idea of forgetting everything else except form and light and composition is pretty damned appealing.


  “Have fun,” Cass says. She gestures to the elevator. “Y’all going down?”


  I start to say yes, but Jackson touches my elbow. “Go ahead,” he says. “I want Sylvia to myself for a minute.”


  Cass grins. “Of course you do.” She nods toward the reception desk, where Cyndee talks on her headset to a caller. “Just be discreet.”


  She winks, then pushes through the door to the elevator bank.


  “Thanks,” I say when she’s gone. “It was nice of you to come.”


  “I told you I would.”


  “You did.” I shift my weight, hating how awkward I feel around him. “I didn’t think that you would.”


  “You should have more faith in me,” he says, and I know he’s not talking about Cass.


  Maybe he’s right. Maybe I should. But I say none of that out loud. I just shrug and repeat myself. “Anyway, I am glad you came. It means a lot to her.”


  “And to you.”


  “Yes. And to me.”


  He looks at me for a minute, his gaze so steady that it feels as though he’s memorizing my face. “You know what you know, Sylvia. Don’t second-guess yourself.”


  I look away, unwilling to meet his eyes. I don’t like the way his words sting, the way they bring out everything that I’m afraid of.


  But mostly I’m afraid that I’ve screwed up. And that I’ve lost him again.


  I’m back on Damien’s desk on Wednesday, and the day is so crazy with him out of the office and the various fires that I need to put out that I have very little time to think about Jackson.


  I’m grateful for that small blessing.


  I’m even more grateful that I don’t see him all day, but when seven o’clock rolls around and the building starts to empty out, I find myself thinking more and more about him. It’s stupid, because I’m not ready to see him again. I don’t know what I want to say or how I want to say it.


  But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m craving him, and the fact that he hasn’t come up to see me—that he doesn’t crave me, too—is bothering me more than I like to admit.


  And so even though it makes me feel like I’m in high school all over again, I call down to building security and ask Joe if Jackson is in the building.


  “No, ma’am, Ms. Brooks. He hasn’t been in today at all.”


  I hang up the phone and feel like a fool. Because the truth is, I could have gone home an hour ago, but I’d been hanging out hoping to see Jackson, when Jackson wasn’t even here to be seen.


  I’m a mess and I know it, and as I drive home, I call Cass, who sounds about as stressed as I feel.


  “What’s wrong?” Pathetic, perhaps, but I’m happy to know that I’m not the only one having a truly fucked up day.


  “Nothing. I’m just freaking out about the franchise thing. Zee thinks it’s a mistake.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know.” Cass sounds both exhausted and exasperated. “She says it’s too much of a commitment. That it’ll take too much of my time. She says it already has, because I’ve spent most of today reading all the material Ollie gave me, and then some. Plus she was pissy that I didn’t get to see much of her last night.”


  I frown. “She wants to be with you,” I say, hoping that I am right. “You two just started dating, so she’s jealous of everyone who has your time. That includes your job.”


  “I guess. Listen, I have a raging headache and we’re open late tonight and I’m booked back-to-back. I’m going to go pop some ibuprofen and get ready for my next client. Hey,” she adds, almost like an afterthought. “Why’d you call anyway? Are you okay?”


  “I’m great,” I lie, then let her go.


  I tell myself that I should believe my own press, and as I let myself into my condo I repeat the words like a mantra. I’m great. I’m awesome. I’m doing just fine.


  The mantra is not working very well, so I decide to take a page from Cass’s book and self-medicate.


  Ibuprofen, however, is not my drug of choice. That would be Kahlua over vanilla ice cream and as many reruns of Friends as I can stand.


  I know that I have fallen asleep when Ross steps out of the screen and turns into Bob.


  “You’re not real,” I say. “Not anymore. You’re just a dream.”


  “I’m as real as it gets, and we both know it.” He takes a step toward me, his camera aimed at my face. “What did you think? That he would save you? He fucked you up as much as I did.”


  I shake my head. “No.”


  “He can’t help you. But I can give you what you want. We both know you liked it.”


  “No.”


  He reaches for me, his fingers cold as they slip over my skin. He tries to close his hand around my wrist, but I jerk free and run, racing down dark corridors, through half-constructed sky rises, and then out onto long steel girders that are suspended across the sky.


  “He can’t save you. You can’t even save yourself.”


  He’s coming closer, but I can’t let him get me. I look around frantically, not sure what I am searching for but knowing that I have to find it.


  And then I see him.


  Jackson.


  He is on the ground, at least thirty stories below.


  He holds out his arms. “Make the jump, Sylvia. Make the jump and I’ll catch you.”


  I turn to see Bob coming closer. “Nobody can catch you,” he says. “You’re just going to crash and burn.”


  “Dammit, Sylvia, trust me.” Jackson’s voice is crystal clear despite the distance between us.


  And though it scares me to make the leap—though I am about to go flying out into the abyss with nothing but his arms to save me—I throw myself off the building and hurtle through the wild blue sky to the man waiting on the ground to save me.


  twenty-two


  I got Rachel to cover my desk Thursday afternoon because I just couldn’t be in the office any longer. Because I needed to apologize to Jackson, and because I knew exactly how I was going to do that.


  But now that I’m here at the marina, all I’ve done for the last twenty minutes is stand on the dock looking at the Veronica.


  Jackson’s in there—I’m sure of it. I saw his shadow pass through his office right as I arrived. And yet even though he’s the reason I came, I can’t quite make myself go in. I’m afraid that he’ll push me away—and I don’t think that I could stand that.


  No. He won’t. He’s your knight. He’s the one who’s going to save you.


  I nod, bolstered by my thoughts. Then I hitch my tote bag up more securely onto my shoulder and make my way onto the boat.


  Nothing is locked. Not the gate to the boat nor any of the doors once I’m on board.


  It’s not exactly safe, but I can’t deny that he’s made it easy.


  I go first to his work area, but he’s not there, so I head down to the bedroom.


  The shower is running, and I hesitate outside the bathroom door, tempted to join him. Then I glance back at the bed and decide that I have a better plan.


  At least, it’s better if he doesn’t kick me out. But I’m running that risk either way, so best to just not worry about it.


  I set my tote bag on the floor, then take out the things I’ve brought. I made a quick shopping stop on the way over, and I place each item on the bed, then bite my lip, afraid that maybe I’ve gone a little too far.


  Then again, what’s that saying? Go big or go home? As far as I’m concerned, those are words to live by.


  I hear the shower cut off, and know that he will be back here soon. I debate, but then make a last second decision. I peel myself out of my skirt and blouse, bra and panties. I leave on the black stilettos, though. And I grab a starched white button-down from Jackson’s closet and slide into it, buttoning all but the top three buttons.


  It hangs to mid-thigh and from the small image in the mirror over the built-in dresser I think I look cute and sexy—and hopefully desirable and forgivable.


  At any rate, it’s too late now, because the door is opening and Jackson is entering, and I suck in a breath when he steps fully into the room and I see him, lean and tan and perfect, with nothing but a thin towel slung low around his hips.


  “Sylvia.”


  I can’t read his reaction in his tone, and so I just clear my throat and manage a weak smile. “You should lock your boat if you’re going to be in the shower. You never know who might let themselves in.”


  “I don’t usually shower during the afternoon. For some reason, I’ve been distracted.” His eyes skim over me, and though his voice is still flat, the towel does little to hide his arousal. And though I know that doesn’t necessarily mean he will forgive me, I am more than willing to be optimistic and take that as a good sign.


  I’m about to launch into an apology, but Jackson speaks first.


  “What’s all this?” he asks with a nod to the bed. And this time, there is no doubt that there is heat in his voice.


  I clear my throat as he picks up a coil of nylon rope. “I, um, I stopped by Come Again,” I say, referring to a local sex toy shop. “I was trying to figure out how to say I’m sorry that I doubted you. That I didn’t trust you.”


  He puts down the rope and picks up a vibrator. He cocks his head when he looks at me, and though my face heats so much that I’m afraid of burning the boat, I’m grateful that he looks not only amused but intrigued. “And you trust me now?”


  “Yes.” The word is simple and entirely true.


  He moves on to the small leather paddle, then whaps it lightly against his palm before looking at me with such wild and dangerous lust I am tempted to forgo my apology and beg him to just fuck me.


  “What made you change your mind?”


  I lick my lips. “I didn’t. I realized that I always trusted you. I just got caught up in the noise and the doubt. It’s a vile thing. It seeps into the cracks. It can destroy things.” I draw a deep breath. “Jackson, I’m so sorry.”


  He doesn’t respond in kind, instead he glances at the selection of sex toys. “And this is how you intend to prove it?”


  “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”


  There is no reading his expression, and I’m both nervous and frustrated. I want his forgiveness. I want his touch.


  I want him, plain and simple.


  And right now I have no idea how I will survive if he tells me to get off his boat.


  “You don’t need all of this.”


  “Are you saying you want me to leave?”


  Something like pain slashes across his face. “God, no.”


  “Then this is what I need, Jackson. You said so yourself.”


  “Sylvia—”


  “Dammit, I’m not breakable. I need you to know how much I trust you. This is what I want.” I pick up the paddle. “I fucked up, Jackson. Don’t you want to spank me?”


  I close the distance between us, then breathe in the scent of him, all soap and shampoo as I watch the fire flare in his eyes. He takes the paddle from me and tosses it onto the bed, then grabs my wrist and pulls me close. “Don’t you get it? I pushed you in Atlanta and you ran.”


  “We talked about this on the way to Malibu. About why I ran. About what I was running from. You’re the one who said it. Bondage. Kink. Toys. That’s what you promised me. And you were right.”


  “That was before—”


  “Before I told you the full story?”


  I see the affirmation in his eyes. “I don’t want to push too hard,” he says.


  “I want you to push,” I counter. “I want you to push harder and farther. I want you to take me as far as you want, as far as you need. You’re holding back because you think I need you to. Reining in what you want. Who you are. Control and power, remember? That’s what you told me you are.”


  He says nothing, so I rush on.


  “You said you could anchor me. That I get off on being used, but only by someone I trust. That you like control. That it makes you hot and hard.” I take a breath and try to slow down. “You told me you wanted me to submit to you. Do you still want that?”


  “Desperately.” The word sounds as though it’s been ripped from him. “But I’ll tell you again what I said before. Not if the price is breaking you.”


  “You won’t. You can’t.” I slide my arms around his waist and tilt my head back so that I can look at him. At this man who is strong enough to hold back so that he doesn’t hurt me. “You’re my glue, Jackson. My glue, my knight, my hero.”


  “That’s a lot of responsibility.”


  I narrow my eyes and grin, because I’ve finally heard the acquiescence in his voice. “Can you handle it?”


  “I think I can struggle through.”


  “Then we start slow,” I say. “But we go large.”


  He takes a step back so that he can see all of me with just a flick of his gaze, from my heels all the way up to my eyes. “What do you have on under my shirt?”


  “Nothing.”


  His eyes darken with the kind of passionate promise that makes my sex clench in anticipation. He walks around me slowly, and though I don’t move, I can feel his eyes upon me, and every inch of my body tingles with awareness.


  He moves to the bed and retrieves the paddle he’d thrown there only moments before. “You have been naughty. But I don’t want this.”


  I’m surprised by the wave of disappointment that crashes over me. I’m not sure how I can miss something I haven’t yet experienced, but I cannot deny that I want it. Like a tattoo, I want Jackson to mark me, and I am about to confess that to him when he steps up behind me and bends his mouth to my ear. “When I spank you, sweetheart, it will be my palm on your ass. Not leather. Not a tool. Nothing at all between you and me. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Have you been bad?”


  “Yes.”


  “How?”


  “I should have trusted you.”


  “Do you trust me now?”


  I turn, because I need to see him. “Completely.”


  My answer seems to spark something in him, because he grabs my shoulders and pulls me close, as if he is going to kiss me. He doesn’t, though, and the anticipation leaves me breathless. When he backs away to sit on the storage bench at the foot of the bed, I am left gasping from the force of my rising desire.


  “Here,” he says. “Over my knee.”


  I do as he says, positioning myself across his lap so that my rear end is right there for him. And, I realize with interest, I can feel his erection beneath the towel as it presses against me—and right now he is fully aroused, as turned on by this as I am.


  Gently, he pushes up the shirt to reveal my ass. He keeps one hand on my back, but with the other, he strokes the curve of my rear, and just that simple motion makes me squirm.


  “Still,” he says, and I obey immediately. Or I try to, because his movements have changed. They’re slower. More sensual. And when he slides his finger down to find how wet I am, I can’t help but wiggle with pleasure. “You like this,” he says. “Let’s see if we can’t make you like it more.”


  He lifts his hand, then brings his palm down on me. The sting is local at first, then seems to spread, a million tiny sparks that start out hot and then fade to a pleasurable glow. He repeats it, and this time a moan of pure pleasure is wrenched from me.


  “That’s it, baby,” he says as he dips his finger lower to explore my drenched and ready sex. “Oh, yes, you definitely like that.”


  He lands another spank, then another, then soothes my ass with gentle strokes as fire seems to fill me, making me burn with a wild need.


  Once again, he slides his hand down, but this time instead of simply teasing my sex, he thrusts in hard and I rise up on my toes, lifting my ass and giving him better access, because right then all I want is this. This feeling of spiraling off as Jackson pours pleasure through me. Of knowing that I can go as far as he can send me, but that he is my anchor and will bring me back.


  He finger-fucks me, moving in and out in a rhythm that makes my pleasure rise, and as his cock twitches beneath me, I imagine that he is over me, pounding inside me, and I moan from the overwhelming pleasure of it all.


  “Do you feel that?”


  “Yes.”


  “That’s me, baby. My cock. My hand. My skin. You brought the vibrator, and that’s fine. I promise I’ll make good use of it with you one day, but not now. Today, nothing gives you pleasure other than me. Do you understand?”


  “Yes,” I say as my muscles clench tight around his fingers, wanting to draw him in deeper. I’m close and so wet and my head is spinning and all I want right then is for Jackson to take me over, hard and fast and very thoroughly.


  And then, because this is all about punishing me, he withdraws his finger.


  I whimper, and he responds with a chuckle. “Patience, sweetheart.” He gives my rear a very light swat, but even that simple contact sends sparks through me. “Bed,” he says, and I know that I’m going to have to wait a bit longer for the sweet pleasure of release.


  Then again, I’m on fire from what he’s doing to me, dancing along a precipice, with my body primed and ready to fly. And oh, dear god, I want to know what he will make me feel next.


  I get on the bed as ordered, then watch as he stands, negligently letting the towel drop. He is fully erect, his body lean and tight, his face so full of passion that he looks like need personified. More than that, he looks like a god, and I am awestruck by the fact that someone like Jackson—so brilliant, strong, and sexy—can look at me with such undiluted desire. But he does, and I am weak from the force of it.


  He holds up the rope, then crooks his finger.


  I crawl to him, then pause in front of him. I’m aware of every part of my body. Of every slight wisp of air from the vent above.


  “Turn around,” he says, and I comply.


  “Now arms behind your back, elbows at ninety degrees. Hands to elbows so you’re making a square.”


  Once again, I comply, and he uses the rope to tie my arms and wrists so that I have no use of them at all. It’s an odd feeling, trapped and vulnerable, and yet at the same time arousing. But only because I am with Jackson, and I crave his touch and trust him to take care of me.


  “Now kneel, then turn on your side with your calf and thigh still together.”


  It’s an odd position, but I manage it, and he uses a knife from the side table to cut a length of the cord so that he can bind my left thigh to my left calf.


  “Your arms are in a box tie,” he says. “I’m putting your legs in a frogtie.”


  I take his word for that. And I bite back the desire to ask him how he knows all of this. Then again, I know damn well that Jackson hasn’t been a monk. Far from it. I tell myself that’s good. That I’m getting the benefit of his experience. And I try very hard to banish jealous thoughts.


  Considering the attention Jackson is paying to me, that’s really not hard. With every loop of rope, he caresses me. With every new knot he strokes me. He has been busily tying me—first the left side, and then the right—and even as he is doing that he has been touching and teasing me, so subtly that I only now realize just how aroused I am. How ready for him—and for whatever it is that comes next.


  When he is finished, my legs are bound such that I am forced to kneel with my arms behind me, almost like a penitent.


  “You look amazing.” His eyes echo the words, as does his erection. “Next time, we’ll do more. A cord around your breasts to heighten their sensitivity. Or between your legs so that every movement teases your clit. So many sweet possibilities.”


  I lick my lips, already intrigued, and close to an orgasm simply from being positioned like this, my legs wide and my sex exposed.


  “Do you know why I want to bind you?”


  I shake my head, wanting only to hear his answer.


  “Because I want you to fully feel everything I give you. No struggling against sensation. No pulling away from pleasure because it is so heightened that it borders on pain. Bound, you have no choice but to take it in. Bound, you have no choice but to feel.”


  He slides his hand between my legs and slowly strokes me. I tremble, lost in the overwhelming awareness of every brush of skin against skin. “And do you know why this position is so popular?”


  Again, I simply shake my head.


  “Because you are completely open. I can take you any way. Your cunt. Your ass. Your mouth.” He brushes his finger over me with each word, and I shiver at the thought of being so thoroughly fucked. “I will, too, one day. I want all of you, Sylvia. But right now, I want to feel you on me. I want you close. I want to hold you and control every movement. And I want to be close enough to see your eyes and claim your mouth when you come.”


  “Yes,” I whisper, so wet I can feel the slickness on my thighs. “Please, yes.”


  He spreads my legs, then kneels between them, lifting my hips as he uses one hand to ease me onto my back before thrusting into me with one quick, powerful stroke. I am wet—so desperately wet—and there is no hesitation, no need for gentle coaxing, and I cry out with the pleasure of being so thoroughly and deliciously filled.


  I’m on my back, and the sensation of arching up as he fucks me is wonderful. My skin feels tight and awake, my breasts teased by even the motion of the air. But he soon changes that. He reaches down and slides his hands under me, then lifts me up so that I am straddling him.


  I have no hands to use, and no legs for balance, so though I am on top of him, he is doing all the work. He holds me at the waist, lifting me up and down so that I am pumping him, and he is filling me.


  It is insanely erotic, this sensation of fucking and being fucked at the same time, and I do the only thing I can do and that is squeeze my muscles tight around him with each thrust, trying to milk him so that he comes hard and fast, even though I do not want this glorious sensation to end.


  “Yes,” he says, urging me on. “That’s it, baby.” With each word, he moves me harder. Faster. And I can feel the pressure building in him, the explosion coming.


  Mine as well, because in this position he is so deep that with each thrust he pushes me closer, and at the same time the rocking motion against my clit is making me spiral up, reaching for climax.


  “Please,” I moan as we get close, so close, and he’s moving me tighter and faster until finally his hands grab my back so that I sit straighter upon him and I meet his eyes and see that we are both on this same collision course.


  And when it comes, it is almost nuclear, and the only thing that keeps me grounded is Jackson’s mouth, hard and deep against mine, his tongue seeking and claiming, as if this kiss holds a secret that only the two of us can share.


  We stay like that until our bodies quit shaking and then he pulls me limp against him.


  He strokes me, and the feel of his hands against my skin is like warm comfort.


  Slowly, he unties me, then gently rubs my arms where the cord has cut into my skin. “How do you feel?”


  I grin up at him, tired and wrung out and absolutely thoroughly satisfied. “Amazing,” I say sleepily. Then murmur, “Can we do it again?”


  I feel his chuckle reverberate through me as he pulls me close. “I think that can be arranged. Sleep now, sweetheart.”


  His words seem to float over me, and by the time I realize that I am already half there, the world goes dark and I lose myself in the safety of Jackson’s arms.


  It turns out that Jackson is a typical bachelor in that he has absolutely nothing in his refrigerator except cheese, and nothing to drink other than wine, scotch, and beer.


  Since I’m not keen on defrosting frozen pastries or waiting an hour for a delivery, we decide to go with popcorn and a movie, and just call it a date night.


  Now, I am stretched out on the sofa in Jackson’s office space, my feet on his lap and my computer balanced on my stomach. Across the room, the television plays The Big Sleep, an old Humphrey Bogart movie that Jackson found when he was doing that annoying thing that guys do with the remote, and said we absolutely had to watch.


  Since I like Bogie and anything is better than sports, I’m happy about his choice.


  Technically, I’m supposed to be working, since it’s still early and I got nothing accomplished in the afternoon. So I’ve got my laptop open and I’m reviewing Aiden’s notes on my revised marketing plan and budget. I’m alternating that task with filing and responding to a variety of pending emails from both my account and Damien’s.


  In other words, I’m truly multitasking. The real estate life. The assistant life.


  And the good life, I think, as I look at Jackson and grin.


  I’d changed into a pair of Megan’s shorts and a tank top, and Jackson keeps looking up from the sketch pad he has balanced on the side of the couch to grin lasciviously at me.


  “You are so transparent,” I say.


  “Am I? Maybe you’re just extremely intuitive. Let’s test that theory. What am I thinking about?”


  “Sex.”


  “Lucky guess,” he says with a grin. “Slow, lazy, easy sex? Or hot, nasty, kinky sex?”


  I raise a brow. “Totally transparent,” I say, then bend my knee so that my foot slides over his jeans to stop right over his crotch. “Hot,” I say as I move my foot back and forth. “Nasty. Kinky sex.”


  “How right you are.” He closes his hand over my foot, so that the arch is pressed now against his growing erection. “More,” he says, and suddenly this lazy autumn evening has turned midsummer hot.


  And then, of course, my phone rings.


  “Ignore it,” he orders, but we’ve both already seen the display from where the phone sits on the coffee table. Cass. “All right, answer it. But tell her she’s not scoring points.”


  I laugh and promise to make it up to him later, then I take the call and am immediately flooded by a diatribe of stress. “It’s just everything,” she concludes. “The franchise stuff. Zee. I know we’re in that be-together-all-the-time phase, but I’m starting to feel claustrophobic.”


  “You need to chill,” I say. “Do you want me to meet you for a drink?” I shoot Jackson an apologetic smile.


  “That would be great, actually. Jackson won’t mind?”


  “Hang on.”


  I relay the situation to Jackson, who says he’s fine with me going, but suggests I invite her over instead.


  “Seriously?”


  “She’s your best friend. You can drink without driving. I can get to know her a little better—though I promise to go to my office and leave you two alone, too. And she can stay the night. For that matter, invite her to the fund-raiser tomorrow night, too. We can pick her up in the limo on the way.”


  I just stare at him until he shifts a bit, clearly uncomfortable with my inspection.


  “What?”


  “You’re amazing.”


  “Remember that the next time we fight.”


  I grin. “I’ll make a note of it.” I take my phone off mute and relay the conversation to Cass, who actually claps when I tell her about the party.


  “Seriously, Syl, I think he’s a keeper.”


  “I’m not going to disagree. So get over here, already.”


  Unfortunately, Cass doesn’t live far enough away to allow Jackson and me to follow through on our original plan for hot, nasty, kinky sex.


  “Tomorrow night,” he says, pulling me in for a kiss before I head down to make sure there are sheets on the guest room bed. “After the party. Be ready.”


  “I’m always ready for you.”


  His smile suggests he knows perfectly well that I’m not even exaggerating.


  When Cass arrives, Jackson shows her around the boat, then joins us on the top deck for a drink. It’s easy and casual, and I’m grateful when he asks her what’s going on with the franchise, and then even answers her questions.


  “I just need to talk it out, you know?” she says. “Zee doesn’t even want to entertain the idea I might do this.”


  “Anytime,” Jackson says, and I bask in the way my best friend glows at his very obviously genuine offer.


  We talk a little bit about the resort, but then Jackson segues that conversation into an excuse to leave. “I should be working on that resort,” he says with a glance toward me. “The woman who hired me is a tough taskmaster.”


  “I think stone-cold executive bitch is the phrase you’re going for.”


  “Hey!” I protest. “I’m an aspiring stone-cold executive bitch.”


  “And you’re doing just fine,” Cass says with a maternal pat to my hand.


  Jackson laughs at our silliness, kisses me hard, then heads down to his array of computer screens.


  “I like him,” Cass says once we’re alone.


  I smile. “Yeah. Me, too.” I take a deep breath, then tuck my feet under me and stare out at the marina. “I told him, Cass. I told him what happened with Bob.”


  “Good for you,” she says.


  My stomach twists a little. “I told him all of it. I mean, I told him even more than I’ve told you.”


  She frowns, and for a moment I think she’s mad. Which fits, because I’m feeling guilty. “Oh, man, don’t you think I knew that?”


  I blink, momentarily confused. “Wait. Knew what?”


  “That there was more to tell. Duh.”


  “You did?”


  “Sure. And I’m glad you told Jackson the rest of it.”


  I sit back, a little bit pleased and a little bit befuddled.


  “It’s not a contest, Syl. What you tell him, what you tell me. I’m here if you need me, and I always will be.”


  I close my eyes tight and hug my knees against my chest. “Thank you.”


  “Not the kind of thing you say thank you for, but you’re welcome anyway. Seriously, Syl. Talk to me, don’t talk to me. I love you, and nothing’s going to change that. And I mean that in a fully clothed, platonic sort of way.”


  A bubble of laughter bursts out of me. “Okay. Thanks.” I swallow. Then I draw a breath and I tell her the thing I haven’t quite been able to say yet, not even to myself. “I think I’m falling in love with him.”


  She makes a dismissive noise. “I don’t.”


  “Really?” I’m not sure if I’m hurt or surprised or disappointed.


  “Falling? No way, babe. I think you’ve been in love with him since Atlanta.” She squeezes my hand. “Congrats on finally realizing it.”


  My best friend, I realize, is a very smart woman. “I love you, too, you know.”


  “Hell yeah, you do. I’m extremely lovable.”


  We spend the rest of the night talking about nothing and everything, but it’s nice to spend time on the boat with the water lapping in the background and an open bottle—or two—of wine in front of us.


  When I see Cass yawn and realize that the light is off in Jackson’s study, I call time-out and we both head down.


  I give her a hug outside the guest room, tell her she can sleep as late as she wants, but I’ll be leaving insanely early to get to the office, and that I’ll text her with the time the limo will come for her.


  Then I quietly open the bedroom door to go see the man I love.


  He’s asleep in bed, his laptop open beside him. I take it away, then slide in next to him. He pulls me close in sleep, and I snuggle against him, as moved by that simple, unconscious gesture as anything else he’s done or said.


  I’m content, I realize.


  Content. Happy. And, yes, in love.


  twenty-three


  “I’m so glad the three of you could make it,” Michael Prado says as he greets me, Jackson, and Cass in the foyer of his astounding Beverly Hills home.


  “We’re glad to be here,” Jackson says, shaking his friend’s hand. “I’d like you to meet my girlfriend, Sylvia Brooks, and her friend Cassidy Cunningham.”


  Girlfriend.


  It’s the first time that Jackson has used that title, and I am so astounded that I almost don’t notice the hand that Michael extends for me to shake.


  “Don’t look so surprised,” Jackson whispers after the introductions have been completed and we’ve joined the crowd in the ballroom. “It’s true, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.” The word bubbles through me like champagne, and I catch Cass’s eye. “Yes, it is.”


  “It’s not easy to shock her,” Cass says to Jackson. “I think the only way you’ll manage again is to strip her naked.”


  He chuckles and swings an arm around her shoulder. “Nice try, but I’m not indulging your prurient fantasies.”


  “Had to give it a shot.”


  I roll my eyes at both of them, but it’s only for show. Not only am I still flying from the girlfriend label, but my best friend and my boyfriend have crossed that invisible line from friendly acquaintances to actual friends.


  All things considered, life is pretty damn spiffy.


  I lean against Jackson as I take in the surroundings. I’ve seen what an obscene amount of money can buy, but even I have to force myself not to stare. Freestanding architectural relics representing different periods in history are placed artfully throughout the space, and bits and pieces of Hollywood memorabilia are mixed among the antiquities. Movie posters, candid photographs of celebrities, pages from scripts, and even three Oscars cover the walls or fill display cases.


  “It’s like a museum,” I say, then blush when I realize that Michael has joined our little trio.


  “It’s meant to be,” he says. “I keep my memories here. It seemed easier than a scrapbook, and it makes the room uniquely appealing for events like this. As Jackson knows, the National Historic and Architectural Conservation Project is one of my pet causes, and when they asked me to host a cocktail party and silent auction, I was happy to do it.”


  “It’s a wonderful cause,” I say genuinely. “And I thought Stone and Steele was brilliant,” I add, though the truth is I still haven’t seen more than the first few minutes.


  “It really was,” Cass chimes in. She’s blond tonight, and so elegant that she looks as though she belongs among Prado’s treasures.


  “You’re both very kind,” Prado says, then winks at Jackson. “Of course, I had excellent material. But first things first. Before you check out the silent auction, we need to get you drinks. I’ve done enough of these events to know that there’s a direct upward correlation between the amount of alcohol that goes into a person and the amount of their bid. And I really do want this event to be a success.”


  “Well, if drinking your alcohol will help,” Cass says, “then I’m happy to oblige.”


  Prado calls over a waiter with a tray of drinks, then selects an Amsterdam Art and Science for me, a Sydney Opera House for Cass, and a Guggenheim for Jackson. “A Cosmopolitan, an Old-Fashioned, and a vodka martini with a twist,” he says. “But we needed to keep with the theme.”


  He points to the area beneath a massive curving staircase that sweeps across the far wall. “The auction items are set up on tables against that wall. You can’t see from here, but they extend back under the stairs, and we have quite a few goodies to bid on. I’ve invited a number of people with more money than time, so that means that not only do I anticipate a significant number of bids, but there are also some incredible prizes. You’ve donated thirty hours toward the design of a single-family home, haven’t you, Jackson?”


  “You did?” I ask.


  “A weak moment,” he says, and we all laugh.


  “I like him,” I say to Jackson when Prado leaves us to go mingle with other guests.


  “As do I. My one decent experience in Hollywood so far.”


  “I don’t know about decent,” Cass says, “but there’s another Hollywood experience trying to get your attention.” She nods to the stairs, where Irena Kent is descending with a fortysomething bald man with a goatee and the kind of dark frame glasses people wear when they’re trying to look hip and artsy. There’s something familiar about him, but I can’t place him. Irena Kent, however, draws my attention completely. She’s got an arm hooked through the bald man’s, and with the other she’s waving to Jackson.


  “Well, hell,” he says.


  “You could ignore her.” I believe him that there is nothing going on with him and Irena Kent anymore, but that doesn’t mean I want to invite her over into our little circle. And, because I’m just that petty, the fact that he’s slept with her still stings.


  “I could. But she’s with Robert Reed.”


  Cass and I exchange shrugs.


  “The asshole producer,” he explains.


  “The one who wants to make the movie about the Santa Fe house?”


  “The very one,” Jackson says. “And because of that, I’m going to go talk to them.”


  “Why?” Cass asks. “I mean, if you don’t want them to make the movie.”


  “Two reasons. One, I firmly believe in killing with kindness where appropriate. My attorneys can be the bad guys. I’ll be polite and charming and quietly toxic if it comes to that.”


  “I like the way he thinks,” Cass says.


  “And second,” he continues, “I want information. If they’re moving forward on the project, I want to know. I might learn something my lawyers can use.”


  “Your boyfriend has a devious streak,” Cass teases. “I’d keep an eye on that.”


  “You’re both welcome to join me. Syl?”


  “You go ahead. I think Cass and I are going to go see if there’s any auction item we can actually afford to bid on.”


  He meets my eyes before he kisses me, and I think I see understanding there. Cass is not quite as intuitive. “Why aren’t you going with him? He used to date her.”


  “And there you have it,” I say. “Her, tall and statuesque and movie-star gorgeous. Me, utterly plain by comparison.”


  “Hardly. You’re fabulous and you know it. And Jackson adores you.”


  “And if I were standing right next to her, I might turn an unattractive shade of green. Besides,” I add, “we need alone time. What’s the deal with Zee?”


  “I’m not sure. She was irritated you and Jackson met with me and Ollie.”


  “Really? Why?”


  “Not sure. I told her I would have loved her insight, too. But she wasn’t mad because she wanted to be there. She just didn’t want you guys there.”


  “Did you tell her about tonight?”


  Cass wrinkles her nose. “No.”


  “Cass …”


  “Hey, we’ve barely started dating. The rules for evening outings have not kicked in yet.”


  She has a point. I forget how fast things have been moving with Jackson. Primarily because it feels like I’ve been with him forever. Or at least for five years.


  We look at each of the silent auction items, and I even bid on a couple’s weekend at a boutique hotel in Laguna Beach. If I win, I’ll surprise Jackson. And if I don’t win, I may surprise him anyway.


  “I expected Evelyn to be here.” We’ve finished the auction review, and now we’re standing near a glass case with pages from the shooting script for The Wizard of Oz. I look out over the crowd, but don’t see her. For that matter, I don’t see Jackson. I do see Irena Kent, though, and take a petty amount of satisfaction from the fact that she is not with my boyfriend.


  “Isn’t that her?” Cass asks, pointing to the far side of the room where Robert Reed stands chatting with Evelyn and a few other people I don’t know.


  “Good eye,” I say. “Let’s go say hi.”


  As we head that direction, I’m struck again by the feeling that I’ve met Reed before. I don’t think too much about it, though. It’s hard to grow up in LA and not run across celebrities here and there, especially now that I work for Stark.


  But as we draw closer, I can overhear their conversation. His voice is also familiar, and I press my fingers to my temples, trying to place it. Then he extends a hand to one of the pretty young women. “It’s so nice to meet you. I’m Robert Cabot Reed. But you can call me Bob.”


  I go completely cold.


  “Syl?”


  “It’s him.” My tongue feels thick, and I’m not entirely sure I’ve spoken.


  “Him? I don’t—”


  “I need to find Jackson.”


  “I—”


  “Jackson.”


  “Oh god.” I hear understanding and panic in Cass’s voice. “Oh, holy fucking god.”


  But I’m not listening. I’m stumbling blind through the house, my hands clenched tight at my sides because I will not, will not, will not lose it.


  I manage to keep my shit together all the way to the foyer where Prado is still greeting latecomers.


  “Have you seen Jackson?” The urgency in Cass’s voice makes me realize how scared she must be.


  “Cassidy? Why, yes. He said he was going out front to take a phone call.” Prado steps toward us. “Are you all right?”


  I don’t know what she tells him. All I know is that I am pure motion. That somehow I have gotten through the doors and out into the world, and now I am spinning, looking for him. By the valet stand. In the shadows by the street. Under the streetlight.


  There.


  I run to him, then stop dead when I see that he is not alone.


  “Goddammit,” he says to his companion. “What the fuck are you doing here? I told you to stay away from me.”


  I cannot hear the man’s reply, but Jackson’s retort is crystal clear.


  “That’s bullshit,” he says. “Aren’t you the one who always says we can’t be seen together? Goddamn you, Jeremiah.”


  “Syl!” Cass’s frantic voice cuts through the night, and both men turn toward me, their faces now lit by the soft golden light of the streetlamp.


  Jackson Steele.


  And Jeremiah Stark.


  I make a sound like a whimper.


  “Sylvia!” I hear the urgency in Jackson’s voice, and I see both shock and guilt on his face.


  I turn—and I run.


  “Sylvia, wait!”


  But I don’t, I am running blind, at least until I stumble, then cry out at the sharp pain in my knee.


  I’ve broken a heel and fallen on the curb.


  I see a red-clad valet hurrying toward me from one direction. Behind me, I see Jackson sprinting toward me in the dark.


  I scramble to my knees, because I can’t talk to him. Not now. Maybe not ever.


  He lied to me. Oh, dear god, he lied to me.


  “Sylvia,” he calls, and I stumble to my feet and reach out for the valet. “Dammit, Sylvia, stop!”


  “Leave her alone!” Cass cries, and I look over my shoulder to see her tugging on Jackson’s sleeve. “Dammit, Jackson, just let her go.”


  I clutch the valet’s hand. “Please. I need a taxi.”


  “Of course.” The boy looks about seventeen and completely freaked out. “Are you okay? Do you need help?”


  “Just the taxi. Please. Hurry.”


  There is one already in the pickup line, and he hurries me in. I collapse gratefully into the backseat, and as the car leaves the curved driveway for the street, the last thing I see before I fall inside myself is Jackson standing beside Cass, his body angled as if in motion, held in place only by her firm grip on his arm.


  I sink back into the seat and try to decide where to go from here. Not home. Jackson will look for me there.


  Not to the office, because I will be found.


  In the end, I go to a motel. A boring little chain that charges way too much for its boring little rooms.


  But I don’t care about the money or the decor. I don’t even care about the bed, because I do not intend to sleep.


  I can’t, not tonight. Because tonight will be the worst.


  Tonight, the nightmares will come, dark dragons with sharp teeth and fiery claws.


  They will come and I’ll see Bob in my mind—Cabot Reed—and he’ll touch me and seduce me and I’ll come for him, and I’ll hate myself.


  Then I’ll look him in the eyes and see Jackson, and hate myself that much more.


  I’ll be helpless.


  Lost and alone, with no one to slay the dragon.


  A burst of fury whips through me and I grab the ice bucket off the dresser and hurl it across the room. It makes an unsatisfying thud against the thin drywall and cheap paint.


  “Goddamn you, Jackson Steele,” I shout. “God fucking damn you.”


  He’d lied to me, by omission if not outright. Acted like he didn’t even know Jeremiah Stark when I asked him about it after the LA Scandal website fiasco. And maybe I could believe that tonight was just one of those first-meet coincidences if I hadn’t seen his face and overheard their conversation. But I had, and Jackson’s is a face I know—they’ve known each other for a long time. And they are obviously more than just casual acquaintances.


  God, how could I have been so stupid? I put my trust—all of my trust—in that man.


  And so help me, I actually believed I was falling in love with him.


  No. Damn me, I did fall in love with him, and that’s why this hurts so much.


  I love him, or at least I loved the man I thought I knew.


  And now, somehow, I have to manage to survive losing him all over again. Because I know now that the man I have fallen in love with is not the man who exists.


  “Shit.”


  The word sounds hollow, and I grab my phone to dial Cass, then end the call before it connects. It’s not her company I crave, but the ink.


  Except how would I mark myself? What I feel is too big, too personal. Too damn much. And unless she can rip my body open and tattoo my heart, I don’t think there is any mark she could put on me that would help even out the pain that I’m feeling.


  Fuck, fuck, fuck.


  I throw myself on the bed and I squeeze my eyes shut and will myself to cry. And yet still the tears won’t come.


  I can’t even have that small relief to ease my pain.


  Instead, I lay in the bed, lethargic and numb, and watch television as I fight the sleep that is determined to drag me under. Infomercials. Sitcoms. Bad animation.


  Hour after hour until the dark, grimy window turns light.


  Then I stumble from the room, my skin tight and my eyes grainy, and walk to the lobby for the complimentary breakfast of cold pastries and lukewarm coffee.


  I sit at the cheap plastic table and sip coffee for over an hour. There is a newspaper at the place setting across from me, but I do not read it. There is a television playing one of LA’s inane morning programs, but I do not watch it. I just sit and stare and slide into myself, losing myself in my head in a way I haven’t done since Jackson laid out his proposition at the premiere.


  Since then, I haven’t wanted to fade away.


  Now, I can’t think of anything I want more.


  Unless it’s to have back the Jackson I thought I knew.


  God, I’m being maudlin.


  Disgusted with myself, I shove to my feet. If I’m going to be depressed—and I think I have every right to be—I’m going somewhere more pleasant than this ugly motel lobby.


  I go ahead and shower in my room, then change into a pair of sweatpants and a City of Angels T-shirt. I’d bought both from the small gift and snack area behind the reception counter. Not overly fashionable, but it blends better than my cocktail dress.


  I get the clerk to call me a taxi, and once again I avoid home. Instead, I have the driver take me to the one place I have always gone when things go sideways for me in this city. The place where I would go to walk or sit or read on the weekends after my “sessions” with Bob, and where in high school I would go to escape the mean girl taunts. Where I sometimes even came just because I wanted to see something beautiful. The Getty Center.


  The taxi drops me at the bottom of the hill and I get on the tram with a flood of tourists. I’m grateful it’s a Saturday. I want to be lost in the crowd, and camouflaged among the T-shirts, jeans, and ball caps that mark the out-of-town visitors.


  The entire center is amazing, from the museum to the research facility to the tram that whisks people all around the complex. I have probably walked every square inch of this place at some point in my life.


  Today, I choose the plaza and sit beside the fountain facing the rotunda.


  I don’t think too much about why, but part of me knows that it is because the perfection and flow of this incredible building reminds me of Jackson. The center is a masterpiece of architectural beauty, a work of art in and of itself, and I am not sure if I came to bask or to torture myself.


  I have no idea how long I sit there, the familiar numbness sliding back into my bones. All I know is that I’ve tuned out the world. And so when I hear him, it’s through a tunnel, and from a very long distance.


  “Sylvia?” His fingertips brush my shoulder. “Sweetheart, I’m here.”


  Jackson.


  His voice, his touch, his scent.


  I shift in my seat and look up at him. He looks raw and more ragged than I feel. I have at least showered. Jackson still wears the suit he’d put on last night, though his collar is now open and the tie has been shoved into a pocket where it peeks out in a small splash of red.


  “I don’t want you here.” It’s a lie. It’s the absolute worst of lies, because I do want him. But not like this. Not with the games and the deceit and everything he kept hidden.


  “What you think you know,” he says, “you don’t.”


  “You fucking liar,” I say, my words low and measured. “I needed something real to hold on to, and you were an illusion the whole goddamn time.”


  “Sylvia—”


  “Was this always about Damien? About Stark International?”


  He shakes his head. “Damien is the reason I said no to the Bahamas project. You’re the reason I said yes to Santa Cortez.”


  I say nothing. Because what the hell is there for me to say?


  “When this started,” he continues, “I wanted to hurt you. You’d left me. And to make it worse, I thought you’d gone to Damien. And so help me, I wanted payback. I wanted to make you weak. To make you wild. That first night? I planned to make you need me so badly that I was like air to you. So fucking essential that losing me would destroy you.”


  I clench my jaw and hug myself, forcing myself not to spit out the acknowledgment that he has damn well achieved what he set out to do.


  “And then, when I was your whole goddamn world, I was going to leave you. To have my revenge in the knowledge that you were burning in anger and loss.”


  I lift my head so that I can see his eyes. I expect to see triumph. Instead, I see regret. I see tenderness, too, and because of that, I stay despite the almost overpowering urge to spring to my feet and run.


  “But all of that changed, Sylvia. I would rather die than hurt you. I thought I was strong; I’m not. I thought I was brave; I’m not. Because where you are concerned, I have no strength to leave, and even the thought of losing you breaks me completely.”


  “I guess you’re going to have to get used to it,” I say. “Because you’ve already lost me.”


  “Sweetheart—” His hand closes over my wrist and I rip it away.


  “You lied to me. After everything I’ve told you. After all of myself that I’ve given to you. You fucking lied to me.”


  “I didn’t.”


  I push up to my feet. “Oh, Christ, Jackson.”


  “Listen to me. No,” he says, grabbing my hand as I start to walk away. “Listen.”


  I turn to face him, but I don’t sit down. Instead, I stand with my arms crossed over my chest and my jaw tight.


  He stands as well, then shoves his hands into his pockets. “I kept things from you, I did. Maybe more than I should.”


  “Gee. You think? Like maybe you should have mentioned you were scheming with Jeremiah Stark?”


  “I wasn’t. But I do know him. I’ve known him for a very long time.” He draws a breath and drags his fingers through his hair. “Dammit, Syl. Jeremiah Stark is my father.”


  I stumble. I actually take a step backward, as if he’s shoved at me with the palm of his hand.


  “What?” I finally say, even though I’m absolutely certain that I’ve heard him correctly.


  “Damien’s my half-brother.” The words are flat, and it’s very obvious that he’s not particularly thrilled with his family tree.


  I’m not really sure how to process that, and so I sit down on the edge of the fountain again. After a moment, Jackson sits beside me.


  “Does Damien know?” I ask.


  “No. I told you the truth about my dad. My family. I just didn’t tell you who.”


  “You should have.” I try to organize my thoughts, but this news is out of left field. “All those times I asked you what your problem with Damien was, and you didn’t say a word.”


  “I’m sorry. Maybe I should have. I don’t know.” I can see the anguish on his face, but I don’t try to comfort him. I’m too hurt. Too numb. “Don’t you get it? It’s a secret I’ve lived with my entire life. It wasn’t something I could just shout out.”


  “No,” I say tightly. “I wouldn’t know a thing about difficult secrets.”


  “Is that what this is? Tit for tat? You told me about Bob and because I didn’t immediately toss my emotional garbage into the mix you’re punishing me?”


  “Bob?” I repeat. “That’s all you have to say? Just some half-assed mention before we get back to your daddy issues?” His words are like a stiletto through my heart, because goddammit, Bob is what started all of this. Robert Cabot Reed, the asshole producer who wants to make the movie about Jackson’s Santa Fe house. Bob, the guy who has his claws in both of our lives, and all Jackson can think about is how I’m pissed that he didn’t tell me about Damien right then?


  I say none of that, but the force of my emotions drives me to my feet again, and I’m about to lay it all out for him in harsh, clipped tones.


  But he’s looking at me with such genuine confusion that I hold my tongue.


  And that’s when I realize—Jackson has no idea about Robert Cabot Reed. He only knows that I was looking for him outside. He has no idea why. No idea that my mood, my fears, my entire meltdown wasn’t entirely driven by his little confab with Jeremiah Stark.


  Suddenly, I feel very tired.


  “I need to go home.” Right then, I need my condo. My patio. I need to curl up on my lounger and sleep. And with any luck, I’m exhausted enough that the dreams won’t come.


  “Come back to the boat with me. Please, Syl. We need to talk more. I don’t want this to be the thing that breaks us. My father’s taken too much from me already.”


  “He wasn’t the one who kept secrets from me,” I whisper. “That was you.”


  I see the way my words make him flinch, and I almost take them back. But they are true, and so I simply shake my head. “I’m sorry,” I say. “Maybe we do need to talk. But right now, I need to be alone.”


  I don’t give him time to answer. Instead, I just walk away, even though doing so leaves a hole in my heart.


  twenty-four


  Exhaustion pulls me under, and I sleep through the rest of Saturday, and a good chunk of Sunday morning. The sun is high in the sky when I finally wake on the patio lounger, twisted up in the blanket that I’d pulled over myself.


  I remember that there were nightmares, but I do not remember what they were. I only remember one, and in it I ran. Faster and faster, farther and farther. But I never escaped what was chasing me.


  I don’t even know what I was running from. I can only assume it was everything.


  I wrap the blanket around myself and stumble inside. I feel achy and old, as if my body doesn’t want to function anymore.


  And I really don’t want to be alone.


  I take a hot shower, and that relieves some of my aches, but not the one inside me.


  The truth is that it’s Jackson I want, but I’m not ready for that.


  And so I call the only other person I can.


  “Can I stay with you?” I ask the moment Cass answers her phone.


  “God, Syl, I should come over there and strangle you. Do you know how worried I’ve been? Why the hell didn’t you answer your phone?”


  “I’m sorry. I had it on silent. I just needed time.”


  I hear her sigh. “Sorry. I know. I get it. Shit. Listen, are you okay?”


  “Yeah. I’ll survive. But I really don’t want to be alone.”


  “I’ll be there in fifteen.”


  “I can drive.”


  “Are you a complete emotional wreck?”


  I actually laugh, which feels nice. “Duh.”


  “Then you don’t need to be driving. Stay there. I’ll be right over to get you.”


  True to her word, she’s at my door by the time I’ve tossed some clothes into a duffel bag.


  “And you broke how many traffic laws?” I ask as I pull open the door.


  She doesn’t answer. Instead she tosses her arms around me and locks me in a hug.


  “Come on. I’ll take good care of you.”


  “You sure it’s okay?” I ask as we head down to the street. “Zee doesn’t mind?”


  Cass waves her hand. “Oh, please. Of course not.”


  But I see a shadow on her face, and it worries me.


  I don’t get the chance to ask her about it, though, because we’ve reached the parking area, and she is standing beside her bike.


  I blink at her. “Seriously?”


  “What? Traffic is a bitch this time of day on a Sunday, and I needed to get here fast. And you’ve only got a duffel.”


  My smile is watery as I hug her. “I love you.”


  “Well, yeah.” She grins. “I’m very lovable.” She unstraps the spare helmet she’s brought for me and hands it over. “Get on.”


  I climb on the back of her ten-year-old Ducati, put on the helmet, and hook my arms around her waist.


  “You should go to him,” she says as she starts the bike, but then she pulls out and takes off into traffic. If she says any more, I don’t hear it, because my face is buried in the back of her jacket, and I’m lost in the thoughts she has sparked.


  Sixteen minutes later we pull up in front of her house. “Because he’s really kind of a wreck,” she says, as if the conversation hadn’t been interrupted at all.


  “I’m kind of a wreck,” I correct. “And how do you know about Jackson, anyway?”


  “I talked to him,” she says as she tugs off her helmet.


  I freeze on her sidewalk. “When?”


  “Yesterday. He came by the studio after you left the Getty Center.”


  “He did?”


  “He wanted my help.”


  “To find me?”


  She shoots me a quick glance. “To figure out what to do.”


  “I—really?”


  She unlocks the door and we step inside. The place is small—only six hundred square feet—but cute. Cass believes clutter is the devil, so the place is as tidy as the stations at Totally Tattoo. Because I know her quirks, I put my duffel in the small coat closet before heading to the convertible sofa—currently closed—and taking a seat.


  “Why are you so surprised?” Cass asks from the kitchen just a few feet away. She’s uncorking some wine, and she brings it over along with two glasses.


  “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “I guess because he’s so self-sufficient.”


  She lifts a shoulder. “But he’s not,” she says. “From where I’m standing, I’d say he needs you.”


  My heart twists a little, then a little bit more when Cass reaches out and grabs my hand. “He loves you, you know.”


  “Did he tell you that?”


  “Nope. But I’ve got eyes.”


  The truth is, so do I. And before all of this, I would have said he loved me, too.


  Now, knowing what he kept from me, I don’t know what to think.


  “He’s Damien’s half-brother,” I blurt, surprising myself with my words.


  “I know,” she says, and that surprises me even more. “He told me.”


  She hands me my glass of wine. “He screwed up, Syl, I’ll grant you that. With all the stuff that happened between you two, he should have told you about his dad when you asked if he knew him.”


  “He really did tell you everything.”


  “Yeah, well. Like I said, he’s gone on you.” She plops down on the couch. “And since I happen to know it’s mutual, I figured I should be a good little intermediary.”


  Mutual.


  She’s right, of course. It is.


  “He hurt me,” I say. “He should have told me. Should have trusted me.” But even as I say the words, I think about the things I’ve yet to tell him, and I know that I’m not being fair. True, he hasn’t asked me point-blank, but that’s just my own stupid justification.


  The secret was his to keep, and it was huge. And how arrogant is it of me to believe that just because I ask, he has to shift his entire life around and spill everything to me?


  “I need to see him,” I say softly. “I do need to talk to him.” I look at Cass. “He hurt me, and he pissed me off, but you’re right. I love him. And I want to fix this.”


  Even as I say it, I know that there are things that may not be fixable. This isn’t a secret that I can keep—and that, of course, is another reason Jackson kept it to himself. Because this secret affects my boss, and their father is a man who just may be screwing with Stark International.


  Damien has to know the truth—and when he does, I’m not sure if Jackson will still have the project.


  For that matter, when I think about the breadth and scope of Damien’s temper, I’m not sure that I will, either.


  But I can deal with that. So long as I’ve got Jackson, we can figure out the rest together.


  “Is he on the boat? Did he say?”


  An odd expression flits across Cass’s face. “Um, listen. I should tell you something first.”


  I say nothing, but my stomach is twisting. Because Cass is nervous—and that’s just not typical Cassidy behavior.


  She clears her throat. “Right. So, when we talked, I realized you hadn’t told him about Robert Cabot Reed. And I thought he needed to understand why you were so freaked out in the first place. I mean, it wasn’t really the best time for you to learn about a secret.”


  “So he knows?” I feel anger spiking, and I want to make sure I’m absolutely clear on my facts this time. “He knows that I came face-to-face with the man who repeatedly raped me for over a year and yet he didn’t come to me? Call me? Do any goddamn thing other than nurse his wounds because I walked away from him at the Getty Center?”


  I’d seen confusion bloom on Cass’s face when I’d raised my voice. Now I watch it clear, only to be replaced with something I can only describe as trepidation.


  “What?” I demand. “What the hell is going on?”


  She reaches for the section of newspaper that sits on the coffee table, then flips it over, revealing an image of a handcuffed Jackson standing beside a uniformed officer.


  “Jackson beat the shit out of Reed,” Cass says. “He’s been arrested for assault.”


  I pace the length of my condo, from patio to door, then back again, waiting for Jackson to show up, or Charles to call, or anything at all to happen so that I know what is going on.


  I’d called the police station as soon as Cass had told me about the arrest, but since it’s Sunday I was told that bail wasn’t an option.


  I’ve worked for Damien Stark long enough to realize that there are times when “not an option” means “not an option without money or power,” and so I gave Charles Maynard a call and begged his help.


  Fortunately, he was home.


  Also fortunately, I’ve gotten to know him well enough over the years that he was willing to give up a few hours on a Sunday.


  Charles told me to go home, and that, assuming he was able to get Jackson released on bail today, he would drop him by my place rather than the boat.


  So far, no Jackson.


  I pull out my phone, pull up Charles’s number, and for the eight millionth time that day, force myself not to dial. He will call when he has news. That is my new mantra.


  I hate my new mantra.


  I pace three more lengths, and am about to just say “fuck it” and go to the station myself, when I hear the knock at my door.


  I practically fall over myself getting there, and when I yank open the door and see Jackson standing there, his hair mussed, his beard scruffy, and his face battered and bruised, I am certain that I have never seen anything more beautiful.


  I practically yank him into my apartment, then wrap my arms around him and we both sink to the floor.


  “Sylvia. Oh, god, Sylvia.” He repeats my name over and over, and I am lost in the sound of it, holding him tight, rocking him. “I’m so sorry. I should have told you who I was.”


  “No.” I stroke his hair. “I was being bitchy and selfish. I don’t have a right to your secrets, Jackson. And I did more than just get my feelings hurt. I threw a tantrum, and I’m so, so sorry.”


  He lifts his head and kisses me. “I’m the one that’s sorry. You were confused and hurting and I didn’t even see it. I had to find out from Cass, and all this time that son of a bitch has been the man who’s been crawling up my ass, too.”


  “You shouldn’t have gone after him,” I say softly. “But, Jackson, I’m really glad you did.”


  He meets my eyes, and I see relief in his.


  “Did you think I would be angry?”


  “Not exactly the civilized approach to problem-solving,” he says with a wry grin.


  “No. Not at all. Why did you do it?”


  “You know why.”


  “Tell me.”


  “Because of what that bastard did to you. Because he stole from you. Because he used you and he hurt you. And because I will always protect you.”


  I blink to clear my vision, then manage a watery smile. “That’s why I’m not angry.”


  He brushes my cheek with his thumb. “I thought you didn’t cry.”


  “What?” I am certain I haven’t heard him right, but when I lift my hand to my cheek, it is wet. My breath hitches, and my throat fills with tears. I barely remember the sensation it’s been so long. “I guess—I guess you matter to me.” And those are all the words I can get out before the sobs come in earnest and I shake with the force of them.


  Jackson picks me up and carries me to the couch, then holds me as I cry for the past, for him, for the future that I’m suddenly afraid of. Mostly, though, they are tears of relief and joy, because Jackson is back in my arms, and somehow, someway, we’ll figure out the rest of it.


  When the tears finally subside and I have emptied an entire box of tissues, I curl up against him, exhausted but happy.


  Happy, but also afraid.


  “I’m not angry,” I say, my voice raw. “I’d go so far as to say I’m glad. But you shouldn’t have done it. He’ll press charges. That’s the kind of guy he is.”


  “I’ll protect your secret, baby. You don’t have to worry.”


  “I’m not. I didn’t even think of that.” I truly hadn’t. I know with absolute certainty that Jackson will take my secret to the grave if I ask him to, and that sure knowledge warms me. “I was thinking of you.”


  He cocks his head, looking at me sharply. “The movie.”


  I nod. “If no one knows about me, they’re going to assume you attacked him because of the movie, and everyone is going to start poking into it. And all those secrets are going to be harder to keep. I’ve seen the way the press vultures work with Nikki and Damien. So far you’ve only had good press. Bad press can sting.”


  He runs his fingers through his hair, and I can see that the thought troubles him. “I’ll do what I have to do,” he says. “But whatever happens, my promise to you stands.”


  “I know. Really.” I draw a breath, because there’s more. And although I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings, I have to say it, just in case he hasn’t thought of it already. “This may screw up the resort project, too. When Damien gets back, I promise you he won’t be happy that his architect is now in the gossip rags. Especially when he already isn’t sure he trusts you.”


  He says nothing, and so I decide to soldier on. “And you have to tell him the rest of it, too. Or I do. And he may not be too happy about the fact that you didn’t say who you were up front. I’m sorry,” I add. “But that’s not the kind of thing I can keep from him. Not if I expect to keep my job. Or the resort, for that matter.”


  “I would never ask you to lie for me,” he says. “And I know the risks. But I will make you a promise—no matter what it takes, you won’t lose the resort. If I have to, I’ll go head-to-head with Damien.”


  He looks like he’d enjoy the prospect.


  “Do you understand?”


  I nod, though I don’t really. Because in a contest between Jackson and Damien over whether or not I keep my job, I can’t imagine a scenario where Damien doesn’t have the final word. He’s the one giving the job, after all.


  The rather unpleasant thought that Jackson is Jeremiah Stark’s son slides into my mind. And I am quite certain that Jeremiah knows many things that Damien would want to keep secret. Which means that Jackson may know those things, too.


  But the thought that Jackson would blackmail Damien on my behalf is so disagreeable that I shove it aside. He hasn’t said that, and my mind is simply spinning tales. And the truth is that Jackson doesn’t really know Damien at all.


  “Your brother’s not such a bad person, you know.”


  “Maybe he is, and maybe he isn’t. At the moment I don’t care about Damien or the resort. The only thing I care about is you. The only thing I want is you. Tell me I didn’t fuck this up. Tell me I didn’t lose you.”


  “How could you lose me when we just found each other again?”


  His eyes stay on mine for a moment, and then he pulls me close and kisses me gently. “I’m going to make love to you now,” he says, then lifts me in his arms and takes me to the bedroom.


  He undresses me, tending to me and stroking me as he removes each piece of clothing until I am naked and on fire, wanting nothing more than the feel of this man upon me and inside me.


  He doesn’t wait, and we make love slowly and sweetly, but with no less passion than when he has taken me wildly. There’s a tenderness to his movements. A precision in the way he thrusts inside me. And never once do his eyes leave mine.


  When I see the tempest rising in that vibrant blue, I arch up, seeking more contact, wanting to go over with him, wanting to spin off into time and space with this man who has made me feel awake and alive and found. And when the explosion does come, I shatter with him, every piece of us coming together in a perfect union before we drift back down, gasping as we return to reality.


  “Sylvia,” he murmurs, and my name on his lips is as sweet as honey, and as potent as making love.


  I kiss him, then stretch with satisfaction, content when he pulls me close and I cradle my head upon his chest.


  I feel safe and warm. And though he has never spoken the words, I feel loved.


  I tilt my head up so that I can look at the face of this man who fills my heart and head. Who stands like a warrior to protect me from the demons of my past.


  He looks back at me with such tenderness that I fear I will cry again, and when he bends to kiss my forehead a small tear of happiness really does trickle down my cheek.


  I smile, satisfied.


  I may not know all his secrets. And I cannot know the future.


  But I do see the now.


  And for me, for Jackson, right now is enough ….


  epilogue


  Jackson stood beside the bed and looked down at her. At the woman who made his heart beat faster and his blood burn.


  She calmed him. Centered him. She filled his heart and his world.


  She made him a better man—he knew that. Believed it. Hell, he cherished it.


  And god help him, he cherished her, too. He’d been dead those five years without her, and he hadn’t even realized it. But he was alive again, and it was because of her.


  Careful not to wake her, he slid into bed. His heart twisted as she moved in sleep to seek him out, then nuzzled against him, skin to skin.


  Christ, what she did to him.


  He brushed his hand over her hair, then played his fingertips over her shoulder. She’d pushed the sheet down in sleep, and he could see the tattoos that marked her breasts, just a few of many. Remnants of past pain, and some for which he bore responsibility. The thought twisted inside him, dark and unpleasant, and not for the first time he wished that he could carry her burdens.


  She’d put her trust in him, shared her deepest secrets with him. And he knew that he had to do the same. But damned if the thought didn’t rip him to shreds.


  He wanted to stay like this forever, lost in the dark, in the place between dusk and dawn, where reality felt like a dream, and he could believe that everything was possible, and that all stories had happy endings.


  But there were things he had to do. Dark places he needed to visit. Battles that he must fight.


  Secrets he had to protect.


  He sighed and held her close, letting himself slide down into the soft comfort of sleep. There was nothing else to be done. Not really, not then.


  Instead, all he could do was hold her close and hope that, in fighting to be the man he must, that he wouldn’t lose the one person who had finally made him whole.
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  I never thought I’d lose control, but his desire took me to the edge.


  Powerful, ambitious and devastatingly sexy, Jackson Steele was unlike any other man I’d ever known. He went after what he wanted with his whole mind, body and soul – and I was the woman in his sights. One touch and I surrendered, one night together and I was undone. Jackson and I had secrets, dark pieces of our pasts that threatened to swallow us both. I was scared to trust him fully, to finally let go. Yet no matter the dangers that lay ahead, I knew I was his – that there could be no more holding back and that in our passion lay our salvation …


  one


  Jackson Steele tossed back the last of his scotch, slammed the glass down on the polished granite bar, and considered ordering another.


  He could use it—that was damn sure—but probably better to have a clear head before he went to answer his brother’s summons.


  His brother.


  That was something he didn’t say every day. Hell, he’d spent his entire life avoiding saying it. Been told he wasn’t allowed to say it.


  “Sometimes families have secrets,” his father had said.


  Wasn’t that the fucking truth?


  The great and glorious Damien Stark—one of the world’s wealthiest and most powerful men—had no idea that he and Jackson shared a father.


  But in about fifteen minutes he’d know. Because Jackson was going to tell him. Had to tell him.


  Fuck.


  He held up his hand to get the bartender’s attention because, screw it, right now he really could use another drink.


  The bartender nodded, poured two fingers of Glenmorangie, neat, then slid the glass to Jackson. He hesitated, bar rag in hand, until Jackson finally looked up and met his eyes. “Something else?” Jackson asked.


  “Sorry. No.” It was a lie, of course, and as Jackson watched, the bartender’s cheeks turned pink.


  The bartender, whose name tag identified him as Phil, was in his early twenties, and with his hair slicked back and his perfectly tailored dark suit, he looked as essential to the Gallery Bar—which epitomized the glamour and excitement of the 1920s—as the polished wood, glittering chandeliers, and ornate carvings that filled and completed this space.


  The historic Millennium Biltmore hotel had always been one of Jackson’s favorite places in Los Angeles. As a teenager, when he’d only dreamed of becoming an architect, he would come as often as he could, usually begging a friend with a car to bring him up from San Diego and drop him downtown. He would wander the hotel, soaking up the exquisite Spanish-Italian-Renaissance-style architecture that blended so well with the California location. The architects, Schultze and Weaver, were among Jackson’s idols, and he would spend hours examining the fine detail in all of the elements, from the elegant columns and doorways, to the exposed wood-framed roofs, to the intricate cast-iron railings and elaborate wooden carvings.


  As with any exceptional building, each room had its own personality despite being tied together by common elements. The Gallery Bar had long been Jackson’s favorite space, the live music, intimate lighting, excellent wine list, and extensive menu adding value to an already priceless space.


  Now, Phil stood behind the long granite bar that served as one of the room’s focal points. Behind him, a menagerie of fine whiskeys danced in the glow of the room’s dim lighting. He was framed on either side by carved wooden angels, and in Jackson’s mind, it seemed as if all three—angels and man—were standing in judgment over him.


  Phil cleared his throat, apparently realizing that he hadn’t moved. “Yeah. Sorry.” He started to exuberantly wipe the bar. “I just thought you looked familiar.”


  “I must have one of those faces,” Jackson said dryly, knowing damn well that Phil knew who he was. Jackson Steele, celebrity architect. Jackson Steele, subject of the documentary, Stone and Steele, which had recently screened at the Chinese theater. Jackson Steele, newest addition to the team for The Resort at Cortez, a Stark Vacation Property.


  Jackson Steele, released yesterday on bail after assaulting Robert Cabot Reed, producer, director, and overall vile human being.


  The latter, of course, is what would have put Jackson on Phil’s radar. This was Los Angeles, after all, and in Los Angeles, anything entertainment-related passed as hard news. Forget the economy or strife overseas. In the City of Angels, Hollywood trumped everything else. And that meant that Jackson’s picture had been plastered all over the newspapers, local television, and social media.


  He didn’t regret it. Not the fight. Not the arrest. He didn’t even regret the press, although he knew that they would dig. And if they dug deep enough, they’d find a whole cornucopia of reasons why Jackson might want to destroy the pathetic Mr. Reed.


  Well, let them. He wasn’t the least bit repentant. Hell, if anything he wished he could do it again, because the few punches he’d managed to land on Reed had only been satisfying in the moment. But every time he thought about it—every time he pictured what the son of a bitch had done to Sylvia—he knew he hadn’t gone far enough.


  He should have killed the bastard.


  For the way he’d hurt the woman Jackson loved, Robert Cabot Reed deserved to die.


  She’d been only fourteen at the time. A child. An innocent. And Reed had used her. Raped her. Humiliated her.


  He’d been a photographer then, and she his model. A position of power and of trust, and he’d twisted that around, making it vile and dirty.


  He’d hurt the girl, and he’d damaged the woman.


  And Jackson couldn’t think of anything bad enough that could happen to the man.


  He closed his eyes and thought of Sylvia. Her small, slim body that felt so right in his arms. The gold that highlighted her dark brown hair, making her face seem luminous. Christ, he wanted her beside him now. Wanted to twine his fingers with hers and hold her close. He wanted her strength, though she didn’t even realize how strong she was.


  But this was something he had to do alone. And he needed to do it now.


  He slid off the stool, then dropped a fifty on the bar. “Keep the change,” he said, as Phil’s eyes went wide.


  He left the bar, moving quickly through the hotel’s glittering lobby to the main entrance that opened on South Grand Avenue. Stark Tower was just up the hill to the east. It was a cool October night, and the building glowed against the coal-black sky. Right now, Damien Stark was in the penthouse apartment with his wife, Nikki, probably unpacking after their long weekend in Manhattan.


  Stark’s second assistant, Rachel Peters, had called Jackson that morning. “He’ll be back from New York this evening,” she’d said. “And he wants to see you tomorrow at eight sharp before the regular Tuesday briefing.”


  “About the resort?” He’d asked the question casually, as if he couldn’t imagine any other reason that Stark would want to see him.


  “He didn’t say. But I thought—I mean, I assumed—” He heard her draw a deep breath before her voice dropped to a stage whisper. “Well, don’t you think it’s probably about the arrest? And all the press coverage?”


  He shook his head at the memory, half-irritated and half-amused. Fucking summoned.


  If this was only about work, he would have waited until morning and gone at the appointed time. But this was personal, and he needed to do it now.


  He’d already called security, and he knew that Stark’s helicopter had landed over an hour ago. He also knew that Stark was staying in the Tower apartment overnight, not bothering to make the drive to his Malibu house.


  It was eight o’clock on a Monday night, and it was time for Stark to know the truth.


  As he trudged up the hill, Jackson thought about how quickly things had changed. A month ago, he would have rather eaten nails than worked for Damien Stark. But then Sylvia had approached him with the kind of project that is any architect’s wet dream. To design a resort from the ground up. And not just any resort, but one located on its own private island. And she was handing him a blank slate.


  The overture had surprised him for a number of reasons, not the least of which being that five years ago she’d ripped a hole in his heart, when she brutally and permanently ended things between them.


  The loss had devastated him, and he’d eased his anger in the ring and in his work. Winning—and losing—fight after fight. Burying himself in his commissions, his reputation growing as his projects became more and more ambitious.


  Work may have been his savior, but working for her—hell, working for Stark—was not something he was prepared to do. He knew damn well he couldn’t bear the pain of being around Sylvia. Of working so intimately with her.


  And as for Stark … well, Jackson had plenty of reasons not to work for or trust the man, not the least of which was that Jackson didn’t want to see his work overshadowed by the Stark name and logo.


  But revenge is a powerful motivator.


  So he’d said yes, fully intending to take her to the edge of pleasure. To reclaim her. To bind her so close to him that she could see no one else, feel no one else, dream of no one else. And then, when she was stuck fast in his web, he would clip the strands and walk away, leaving the resort to flounder, and leaving Sylvia exactly the way that she had left him, drowning in pain and loss and misery.


  Dear god, he’d been a fool.


  He’d accepted the offer to design The Resort at Cortez for the worst of reasons. To hurt the woman who’d hurt him. To screw with the half-brother who had been the focal point of so much shit in his life. Who’d tugged hard and unraveled the threads of his life. Pulling his father away. Ripping his family apart.


  Now the woman meant the world to him, and he would enthusiastically destroy anyone who hurt her.


  Now the job was his passion, a project that was already fully formed in his imagination and sketches.


  And as for the brother, nothing much had changed. Once again, it was Damien Stark who had the power. Who could, in one quick, violent motion, tear the world out from under Jackson’s feet.


  All because he wanted a job.


  All because he loved a woman.


  All because in addition to controlling so much of the known fucking universe, Damien Stark controlled Jackson’s world as well.


  And what Jackson feared tonight was that when Stark knew the truth that had been kept from him for over thirty years, Stark would wield his power like a blunt instrument.


  But Jackson was a fighter, and if it came down to brother against brother, he’d do whatever was necessary to be the man left standing.


  two


  “Evening, Joe,” Jackson said as he crossed the lobby toward the security desk. He glanced at his watch, then back at the security guard with the wide smile and weathered face. “Don’t you ever go home?”


  Joe’s smile stretched even wider, and he tapped his index finger against the rim of his uniform cap. “My work is my life, Mr. Steele.”


  “Call me Jackson, and between you and me, I think you’re full of it.”


  “God’s honest truth,” Joe said. “Of course, my wife and three little girls are also my life. And what with Christmas being just a few months away …” He trailed off with a shrug. “What can I say? I’m all about the overtime.”


  “Your secret’s safe with me.” He hooked a thumb in the direction of the elevator bank. “Can you clear me through to the apartment? I’ve got an appointment with Stark in the morning, but I don’t think this should wait.”


  “Go on,” Joe said, pressing the button on his console to call Stark’s private elevator. “I’ll call up. If he says no, it’ll just be a very short trip.”


  “Right.” Jackson cleared his throat. “Fair enough.”


  It wasn’t until Jackson entered the elevator car that he realized his hands were clenched as if he was waiting to punch someone. Hell, maybe he was. Because if Stark told him to go away and come back in the morning, Jackson would most likely put his fist through the elevator’s polished wood paneling.


  The fine oak planks were saved, however, when the doors closed and the button for the penthouse lit up. A moment later, Jackson’s hand was clenched again, this time around the railing. He hadn’t yet been in this car, and it definitely qualified as an express.


  The elevator featured two sets of doors, and based on the position of the elevator in the bank, Jackson knew that the doors he was facing opened to the reception area for Stark’s private penthouse office.


  The Tower apartment took up the other half of the floor, and as the elevator slowed, Jackson turned and faced the second set of doors that, as he expected, opened into the apartment’s foyer.


  The area was bright and inviting, tasteful but not overdone. A marble table in the center of the space held a large but not ostentatious arrangement of sunflowers and Indian paintbrushes, and despite himself, Jackson smiled at the whimsy of wildflowers where a more exotic bloom would be expected.


  “Jackson!” Nikki came around the wall that separated the entrance from the rest of the apartment. She wore jeans and a New York Yankees T-shirt and had her shoulder-length hair pushed away from her face by a headband. Despite her lack of makeup, she looked absolutely stunning, and Jackson recalled that she’d competed in several beauty pageants before moving to Los Angeles.


  She padded to him in bare feet and gave him a friendly hug. “It’s lovely to see you.”


  “I’m sorry to intrude. I know you must be tired from your trip.”


  “I am,” she admitted, “but Damien’s not. He’s catching up on some work things, getting ready for tomorrow. So you’re not interrupting at all. Come on,” she said, leading the way. “Do you want coffee? Something stronger?”


  He was tempted to have another scotch, just to take the edge off. But prudence won out, and he shook his head. “I’m fine, thanks.”


  Five seconds later, he was wishing he’d taken the drink. Because there was Stark pacing in front of the wall of windows, the city shining bright behind him.


  And there was Sylvia, perched on the edge of an ottoman, a pad in her lap and a pen in her hand, taking detailed notes.


  Her back was to him and she was so engrossed in her work that she hadn’t seen him yet. For a moment, he could only stare. He’d left her only hours ago, naked in her bed, and he hadn’t expected to see her again until this ordeal with his brother was finished. So the sight of her now was a shock to his senses, and for a moment he could only stand like an idiot, his lips pressed together so he didn’t call out her name. His feet planted so he didn’t go to her. His hands at his sides so he didn’t reach out to touch her.


  He must have made a noise, or maybe she just sensed his presence as strongly as he felt hers, because she turned her head suddenly and her mouth formed into a perfect little O even as her pen tumbled from her hand.


  “Jackson! I didn’t—I mean, I wondered—” She frowned as she cut off her words.


  He understood her dilemma. When he’d left her condo, he’d told her where he was going. And yet she’d arrived long before he had. She’d probably assumed that he’d changed his mind, and expected to hear why when they met back up at her place.


  Now here he was, and they were both surprised.


  “—has something he wants to talk with you about tonight.” Nikki’s words filtered into Jackson’s head, and he realized that he’d been so absorbed in watching Sylvia that he’d tuned out everything else around him. “You were engrossed in maxing out Syl’s to-do list,” Nikki said to Stark, “so I went ahead and cleared him to come up.”


  Stark turned from the window, smiling at Nikki as he did. But the smile faded when his eyes met Jackson’s. “I thought we were meeting in the morning.”


  “That’s when the appointment is,” Jackson said. “But there are things we should talk about now.”


  Stark studied him a minute, then nodded. “All right.” He moved across the room toward Sylvia and held out his hand for something. Her eyes cut quickly to Jackson, and he could see the tension in her shoulders, but her professionalism never slipped as she reached for an electronic tablet that sat near her on the coffee table.


  He wondered if Stark noticed the way her fingers shook just slightly as she navigated over the tablet screen. But she held it together.


  What she didn’t do was look at Jackson.


  After a moment, she passed the tablet to Stark. He glanced at it, then handed it to Jackson. “You’ve had an interesting few days,” he said as Jackson looked down at the photo of him being led away from Reed’s house in handcuffs.


  Jackson swiped his finger across the surface and scrolled through the rest of the images. News coverage from all over the country. Most focused entirely on him—Starchitect Jackson Steele arrested!—but some tied Stark and The Resort at Cortez in to the story.


  He kept his posture straight and his face impassive. If Stark thought he was going to get a rise out of Jackson by showing him the coverage that Jackson had already seen, he was going to be sorely disappointed.


  “Did you come here to tell me why you spent a perfectly fine Saturday evening beating the shit out of some pissant film director?”


  Jackson cocked his head at the pejorative, but in response said only, “No. I really didn’t.”


  Stark’s brow lifted almost imperceptibly, and Jackson stiffened, prepared to accept the brunt of his half-brother’s famous temper. It was, he thought wryly, something they shared. But all Stark did was tilt his head, glance toward Nikki, then nod. “Fair enough.” He gestured toward an armchair. “Have a seat.”


  “I’m fine standing. Thanks.”


  “Have it your way.” Stark returned to the window, then stood with his back to the room. From Jackson’s position, he could see Stark’s face reflected in the glass, the lights of the city spread out behind him. Appropriate, Jackson supposed, since Stark owned half the fucking world, and most of Los Angeles. “This has the potential to turn into a clusterfuck,” Stark said. “A public relations nightmare. I’m surprised we don’t already have the damn tabloid reporters camped out in front of the building.”


  Jackson said nothing. Stark was right, so what was there to say?


  “They’ve called me. Hell, they’ve called Sylvia,” he added, and Jackson immediately turned to Syl. Her eyes flicked to his, sad and a little lost, before she looked down again at her notepad. She hadn’t told him the press had contacted her, and that new reality made his stomach twist.


  “‘No comment’ is the official response of this office,” Stark continued. He turned to face Jackson, his dual-colored eyes burning into him. “But it’s only going to get worse. That’s the bad news. The good news is that scandal doesn’t scare me. I’ve lived with it my entire life. Neither does temper. I’ve met Reed, and I can only assume he pissed you off royally. It happens.”


  The corner of his mouth twitched in what might have been an effort to hold back a smile. “Arrest, scandal, uncomfortable press coverage—none of those things shake the foundation around here, and they don’t put your job at risk. Not unless it affects your work. So tell me, Steele. Is this bullshit going to affect your work?”


  “No.”


  Stark hesitated, as if waiting for Jackson to elaborate, then seemed to realize that Jackson had said all he intended to. And why not? As far as the resort was concerned, that one word said it all.


  “Charles tells me they’re going to plead you down. You’ll do community service over the next six months and walk away with a clean record. He’s talked to Reed’s people and the district attorney’s office and everyone agrees.”


  “That’s right.” Sylvia had retained Stark’s lawyer, Charles Maynard, as soon as she’d learned about Jackson’s incarceration, and Jackson had to give the attorney props for doing a hell of a job.


  “Fair enough. Unless you’ve already made arrangements, you can serve it at the Stark Children’s Foundation or at S.E.F.,” he said, referring to the Stark Education Foundation. Both were charitable organizations founded by Stark. The first to provide play- and sports-based therapy to victims of child abuse. The second to provide educational opportunities to low-income or otherwise unfortunate kids with an aptitude in science.


  “I—thank you.” Jackson tried not to let his surprise show on his face. Neither Stark’s reaction to the arrest nor the offer to help with community service had been something Jackson would have expected from Stark. Then again, Stark wanted the resort project to run smoothly and efficiently. So helping Jackson out made sense.


  “Not a problem,” Stark said. “I appreciate that you wanted to talk about this as soon as possible, but it really could have waited until morning. I’m sorry to say that around here unfortunate press coverage isn’t as rare as I’d like it to be. But it will blow over.”


  Jackson glanced toward Sylvia, who was very deliberately not looking at him. But her relief was reflected in both her posture and her facial expression.


  By the window, Stark glanced at his watch. “Now if you don’t mind, Nikki and I’ve had a long day and I’d like to finish up with Syl and cut her loose.” He crossed toward Jackson with his hand outstretched. “But it was good to see you, and I know that you’ll weather this storm just fine.”


  Jackson hesitated, then shook his brother’s hand. “I appreciate that,” he said. “But there’s something else I need to talk with you about. It’s personal.”


  “All right. Sylvia? Could you give us a moment?”


  “It’s okay. She can stay. Nikki, too,” he added, because Stark clearly had no intention of asking his wife to leave.


  “Fair enough.” Stark eyed Sylvia and nodded, probably assuming Jackson intended to officially tell him that Jackson and Sylvia were dating. “What’s on your mind?”


  “Jeremiah Stark.”


  “Well, fuck. What trouble is he stirring up now?”


  “Nothing that I know of,” Jackson said. “He’s my father.”


  Nikki gasped. Sylvia looked down at her shoes.


  Stark didn’t move at all.


  And for the first time Jackson regretted not taking Stark up on his offer to sit, because his knees were suddenly weak. Probably the result of all the oxygen being sucked from the room.


  Stark’s expression didn’t change. His eyes didn’t widen. His jaw didn’t tighten. He didn’t swallow. He stayed absolutely calm and entirely unreadable. And in that moment Jackson knew exactly how Stark had been able to acquire his fortune so fast. The man had nerves of steel.


  “I should have told you before I came on board the project,” he said. “But habits are hard to break, and this is a secret I’ve been told to keep for over thirty years now.”


  “Then why say anything at all?” Stark’s voice was as tight as a wire.


  Jackson glanced toward Sylvia, then quickly looked away. “Because it’s time.”


  “I see.” A moment passed. Then another. And though Jackson tried to discern what his brother was thinking, he didn’t have a clue.


  “Damien?” Nikki’s soft voice seemed to fill the room.


  Stark didn’t turn to her. He kept his eyes on Jackson. And as Jackson watched, the tight, expressionless face turned human again. Stark smiled—not a genuine smile, but the kind of expression he might wear during a boardroom presentation. An expression of complete and total control—and that revealed absolutely no personal reaction whatsoever.


  “I appreciate you telling me,” he said. “Now if you don’t mind, you should go. As I mentioned, it’s been a long day for Nikki and me.”


  Jackson took a single step forward. “Damien—”


  “No,” Stark said, and this time the word was harsh, that slight hint of emotion revealing to Jackson just how much his bombshell truly had impacted the man. “And it really is time for you to leave.”


  three


  I force myself to remain seated as Jackson turns and leaves. I catch his eyes once more, but like Damien, his expression is impenetrable.


  Even so, I’m sure there’s pain behind both men’s masks, and I wish that it was in my power to make this whole situation better for Jackson, whose love I cherish, and for Damien, whose respect I crave.


  In the silence, I hear the elevator doors snick closed, even from all the way across the apartment.


  As if the sound is a cue, Damien turns to me. “Did you know?”


  There is absolutely no inflection to his words, and despite the years I’ve worked for him—despite the power I’ve seen him wield and the flares of temper I have witnessed—this is the first time that I have been truly nervous around my boss.


  “He told me on Saturday.” What I don’t say is that it is because of me that Jackson came here tonight. Once he’d told me his secret, he knew he had to tell Damien, because otherwise he’d have to burden me with the secret, too. And this isn’t the kind of thing that I would feel comfortable keeping from Damien.


  Damien says nothing, and even though I know that his silence is a time-honored technique to keep people talking, I fall headlong into the trap. “I saw him with your father at Michael Prado’s charity event on Friday,” I say, the words spilling out. “And I got pissed because he’d told me that he didn’t know Jeremiah. We had a huge fight, and—” I cut myself off with a shrug. “At any rate, he told me.”


  Damien and Nikki both know that Jackson and I are a couple, but that isn’t something I want to focus on at the moment. As far as I’m concerned, right now, this is all about me being as professional as possible. I glance toward Nikki. We’ve become good friends, and I can see the worry on her face. But she says nothing, and I’m grateful. At some point, this whole debacle may lead to many drinks with my friends. Right now, though, I just need to hold it together.


  “You’re not in trouble, Sylvia,” Damien says, and the iron band that has tightened around my chest loosens just a bit. “If a week or two had gone by without me learning the truth, then we would have talked. But as far as your job is concerned, you weren’t obligated to tell me about this until after Jackson had the opportunity to do so. Which he’s definitely now accomplished,” Damien adds, and there’s just enough humor in his voice to make me think that maybe—just maybe—we have weathered the storm.


  “Thanks,” I say. “I appreciate that you understand how awkward the situation was.” I hold up the notebook, hoping I don’t look too desperate to get off this seriously uncomfortable topic. “Do you want to finish now?”


  He waves a hand. “There’s nothing on the agenda that can’t wait.”


  “Fine. Great.” I quickly gather my stuff and swing my leather tote over my arm. “I’m glad your trip was good.”


  “It really was,” Nikki says, and her voice sounds as strained as mine feels. “Lots of excellent theater.”


  “Well, tomorrow, then.” I turn to head toward the elevator, but Damien’s words stop me cold.


  “Fire him,” Damien says, and the ground falls out from under me. “First thing tomorrow, I want you to fire him.”


  My back is to him, and I stand frozen for a moment, unable to move. Unable to breathe. Me. He wants me to do this? To take away this project that Jackson has come to love?


  Bile rises in my throat, and I fear that I may throw up. But I force it down, then very slowly and very carefully, I turn around.


  Damien’s expression is hard, and there is no denying the contained fury in his eyes.


  “But … but the resort?” I want to scream that he cannot make me do this. That I can’t fire Jackson. Hell, that he shouldn’t fire Jackson.


  Instead, I force myself to stay calm. To appear businesslike. “It won’t look good. There will be questions. The press will be all over it.”


  “I believe I already made clear that scandal and the press don’t concern me overmuch. We’ll handle it.”


  I lick my lips. “Don’t you want to talk about it?” Immediately I regret my words. I’ve crossed into personal, and right now I think that is a very bad move.


  “He was raised by Jeremiah Stark.” Damien practically spits the name out. “Have you forgotten about the sabotage? All the bullshit we’ve dealt with getting even this far on the project?”


  “No, of course not. But surely you don’t think—”


  “I don’t know,” Damien says. “And that’s the point. I’m cutting my losses, Ms. Brooks. Take care of it first thing in the morning.”


  The words are a dismissal, but I don’t leave. “So that’s it?” I demand. “The resort is dead?”


  “Maybe not,” Damien says. “As it happens, Glau called me while we were in New York. He didn’t ask outright, but he beat around the bush enough that I can tell he regrets leaving the project. Apparently Tibet isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”


  “But—”


  “We’ll do everything we can to keep the project alive,” he says firmly. “But Jackson Steele isn’t going to be a part of it.”


  I nod, because I know better than to argue. I’d known this might happen, dammit. As soon as Jackson told me the truth, I knew that Damien might want to push him as far from Stark International as possible.


  I just hadn’t let myself believe it would really happen.


  “Right,” I mumble. “Okay. Tomorrow, then.” I hitch the tote more firmly on my shoulder and start again toward the elevator. Nikki is standing in the doorway between the living area and the hall that leads to the bedrooms. I catch her eye as I pass, and she manages a thin smile, looking a bit like someone who has just witnessed a car crash and isn’t entirely sure what to do now.


  As for me, all I want is to get out of there, because I know that any second the tears are going to start flowing. Ironic, because until yesterday when Jackson held me in his arms, I hadn’t cried for over a decade. Now I can barely hold it in.


  I press the button for the elevator, expecting it to open immediately. When Damien is home, the elevator is usually where he is. But of course Jackson rode it down, and I have to wait for it to be recalled from the lobby.


  I shift my weight from foot to foot, willing it to hurry. Needing to just be gone.


  Needing to go find Jackson.


  Finally, the elevator arrives. I squeeze in before the doors are even fully open, then jab my finger hard against the button to close them again. They’re almost shut when Nikki skids to a halt outside and slides her hand through the gap, tripping the safety feature and making the doors spread open again.


  She steps onto the elevator with me, then leans over and pushes the button for the lobby. “Do you want to talk?”


  I shake my head. I’m still in full flee-mode, and while Nikki is a friend, right at the moment, I can’t quite separate her from Damien.


  “Talk to him again in the morning. This is all very … unexpected,” she finally says, clearly searching for the right word. “Give him some time to digest, and he might change his mind.”


  “Do you really think so?”


  She hesitates, then lifts one shoulder. “Honestly, I don’t know.”


  “Do you think he should?” Right away I want to take the words back; I sound so damn needy.


  “I think that’s up to him,” she says. “But if it were my decision, then yeah, I think he should keep Jackson on the project. Hell, I think he should try to get to know him. Reach out. If they’re brothers, then maybe they should try to be brothers.”


  I lean back against the wall and look at her. It makes sense. Why go straight to enemies without first trying to be friends, if not family? “Are you going to tell him that? Or at least suggest he shouldn’t fire Jackson?”


  A soft laugh bubbles out of her. “Um, no. Not hardly.”


  “Why the hell not?” My words are sharper than I intended, but dammit, I thought I’d found an ally.


  “You know why. This is between Damien and Jackson and Jeremiah. You and I can have our opinions, but it’s not up to us.”


  “So share your opinion.”


  For a moment, she just looks sad. “Come on, Syl, you know I can’t. If I asked, Damien would keep him here. We both know he’d do that for me. And I couldn’t live with that hanging between us.”


  I know she’s right. There is very little that Damien wouldn’t do for Nikki, and it’s a testament to the strength of their relationship that she understands just how much responsibility that puts on her shoulders.


  Even so, her answer frustrates me. “What about me? What if I ask him to keep Jackson on as a favor to me?”


  “You can try, but I wouldn’t hold my breath. Friendship means a lot to him, but honesty and professional integrity mean more. Jackson should have told him the truth a long time ago. And he sure as hell should have told him before he came on board the project.”


  “I know. Hell, Jackson knows. But it was a bitch of a situation to be in.”


  The elevator has reached the lobby, and the doors slide open. I step out, and Nikki holds her hand against a door to keep it from closing as she stays in the car. “The truth is if their father wasn’t Jeremiah Stark, this might blow over. But this way …” She trails off into a shrug. “Well, it’s going to be stormy.”


  I sigh, suddenly mentally and physically exhausted. “I feel like Damien’s punishing me, too,” I admit. “Making me be the one who fires him.”


  “No,” Nikki says firmly. “I don’t think so. I think it’s his way of making sure that you still want the job and all the shit that comes with being the project manager. He knows you two are together, and that means that he knows you might not want to stay if Jackson is gone. Do you?”


  My stomach twists, because yes, I do. This resort is my baby—my project. I’d suggested it to Damien. I’d put it together. And I’m so damn grateful that he’s given me a real chance to move up in the company by letting me split my time between being his assistant and being the project manager for the Cortez resort.


  So yes, I want this job. I want the resort. I want Jackson.


  God help me, I want it all.


  And I have no idea if I can even come close to getting—or keeping—any of it.


  four


  Where R U?


  I glance down at the text I sent to Jackson as I wait for Joe to check the computer logs that record vehicles entering and leaving the garage.


  It’s been well over three minutes, and still no reply.


  I tap out another note—???—and am rewarded with only cyber-silence.


  “Anything?” I ask Joe.


  “Nothing,” Joe says, frowning at his monitor. “He didn’t use his key card to access the garage today.”


  “That doesn’t make sense. I know he drove here.” And I also know how much Jackson loves his sleek, classic black Porsche. I can’t imagine him simply parking it on the street in downtown LA after dark.


  “Maybe he parked at the subway station and walked down the hill?”


  “Why do you think that?”


  “I chatted with him before he went up to see Mr. Stark. Came in right there,” Joe adds, pointing toward the glass doors that open onto the building’s front plaza and South Grand Avenue beyond that.


  I consider that tidbit of information. “Well, did you see him leave?”


  “I’m sorry, Ms. Brooks. I haven’t seen him since he arrived.”


  I frown, wondering if maybe Jackson didn’t leave the building, after all. I’d expected him to want to get far away as quickly as possible—I know I would. But Jackson isn’t me, and I draw in a breath as I debate whether I should go up to his workspace on the twenty-sixth floor. On the one hand, he didn’t wait for me, and he hasn’t returned my texts. All evidence suggests that he wants to be alone, and I get that.


  On the other hand, what he wants may not be the most important factor. I’d been royally pissed off at him not long ago, and I’d wanted to be alone, too. But Jackson had followed me to make sure I was okay.


  And right now, I’m terribly afraid that Jackson is a long, long way from okay.


  I thank Joe for his help, then park myself on one of the chrome and leather benches that provide seating in the lobby. I tap out one more text, then actually cross my fingers.


  It doesn’t help, and after forcing myself to sit and wait for a full five minutes, I make a decision. Maybe it’s selfish, but I want to see him. No, I need to see him. I need to know he’s okay.


  More than that, I need to know that we’re okay. That despite all of this shit, Jackson and Sylvia are going to be just fine.


  It’s dark when I get off on twenty-six, the only illumination on the floor coming from the city lights streaming in through all the windows. The floor is only half built-out, so there are very few offices and cubicles. It’s essentially a giant square with walls of glass, and because of that, the space is reasonably well-lit, like walking beneath the glow of a full moon.


  I turn the last corner, and see the newly erected glass walls that define Jackson’s workspace. He is standing by the window, and I’m struck by the similarity between his stance and Damien’s earlier position as he’d looked out over the city.


  I see Jackson only in silhouette. His shoulders squared, his body rigid. I cannot see the reflection of his face from where I stand, but I can imagine it with perfect clarity. His black hair gleaming in the reflected light. His sculptured jaw tight with anger. And his blue eyes as cold as ice.


  I start to walk toward him and then change my mind. Instead, I pull out my phone one more time.


  
    If you need me, I’m right outside your office.

  


  I hesitate, not entirely certain I’m doing the right thing. And then, once more, I press send.


  I hear his phone chirp almost immediately. I watch as he pulls out the phone. As he reads the text. As he slides the phone back into his pocket.


  But he doesn’t come, and as the seconds tick by, that iron band is tightening around my chest again, and I am afraid—so terribly afraid—that we are not going to survive this. Because if he can’t come to me now, how much worse will it be when I have to render the deathblow?


  I stay for a heartbeat, then two, but then I cannot take it anymore, and I turn away, trying hard not to cry and not to run. Just to walk slowly and carefully, as if his silence hasn’t pierced a hole through my heart.


  I’ve gone two steps when I hear him, his voice so low that it is almost lost in the hum of the air conditioner. “If I need you?”


  I freeze, my shoulders stiff, my eyes squeezed tight to fight back the flood. And then, when I’m certain that I can manage it without completely falling apart, I turn to face him.


  He fills the doorway, this larger-than-life man who right now is vibrating with so many wild emotions it is a wonder that he doesn’t combust under the strain of it all. But despite all of that—despite the anger and frustration that rolls off of him in waves—it is the heat I see in his eyes that seems to propel him forward. A familiar, wild heat—and it is directed entirely at me.


  “If I need you?” he repeats as he strides to me, all force and power and intent. “Christ, Sylvia, don’t you know by now that I always need you?”


  He is only inches from me, but he doesn’t touch me, and that small omission suddenly seems like the most important and most horrible thing in the world.


  I want to reach for him, but instead I slide my hands into the pockets of my skirt. I’m afraid he will flinch away, and I am absolutely certain that I couldn’t survive that, too. “You didn’t answer my texts.”


  “I did,” he says. “I answered each one, and then I fucking deleted it. I’m a goddamn mess, sweetheart, and I didn’t think you’d want to be with me like this.”


  “Jackson,” I whisper as I step closer, thrust into motion by the force of my relief. “Don’t you know by now that I will always want to be with you?”


  My skin tingles, as if the emotions arcing between us are generating power, electrifying the air like a lightning storm. For a moment, he says nothing, but I watch as his chest rises and falls with each breath.


  “Goddamn him,” Jackson finally says, and my stomach clenches. He is cursing the man who pushed him away. Who turned cold and impassive when faced with the news that he had a brother. But how much worse will it be when he hears the rest of it? And will the fact that I must be the messenger make it easier or harder to bear?


  I reach for him, as if to soothe a wound I have not yet inflicted. The touch seems to ignite something inside him, and he pulls me close. “Syl—oh, Christ, Syl.”


  My name is muffled as he crushes his mouth over mine. I melt immediately, surprise giving way to the pure, sweet relief of being claimed by this man. Of being used by him. Wanted by him.


  Of simply being his.


  The kiss is brutal. Hard. Teeth clash. Tongues battle. And, yes, I taste blood. It is as if he needs to consume me, to prove to himself that I am real and that I am here and that no matter what, I am not going anywhere.


  From somewhere in the back of my mind I know that I need to tell him the rest—that I must deliver that final, horrible blow—but I cannot find the words yet. I cannot risk that he will let me go. That he will back away from me, his eyes full of revulsion instead of desire.


  And so I push reality away and lose myself in the fantasy that we are fine. That we are good.


  That nothing can separate us again. Not even the iron will of a man like Damien Stark.


  He breaks the kiss, pulling back and breathing hard. Our bodies are pressed tight together and my chest throbs with the violent pounding of my heart. “I need you,” he says, and I can only nod and whisper yes, my body limp with both relief and desire.


  His mouth claims me again, but this time his hands grasp my hips and he lifts me. I hook my legs around his waist as he carries me back into his office. I feel weightless and wild, and god help me I want to be used. I want to be the bridge—the thing that pulls him from anger and back to me.


  I gasp as he slams us against the drafting table. My rear is on the surface, but it is angled, and I keep my legs around him to keep from sliding off. I lean forward and attack his shirt, tugging each button free, forcing myself to not just rip the damn thing off him. I want to feel his skin beneath my hand, the heat building inside him, growing toward a violent explosion.


  He is not so gentle. He yanks my shirt open, sending buttons flying and exposing my pale pink bra. I draw in a sharp breath, the ferocity of his action making my sex clench with raw, feral need. I’m wet, so desperately wet, and I clench my legs tighter around his hips, wanting nothing more in that moment than the feel of him against my cunt and the pressure of his mouth upon my breast.


  “Please,” I say as he tugs my bra down to free my breasts. He bends over, trapping me between his muscled frame and the hard, wooden drafting table. He drags his teeth lightly over my nipples. I whimper, my hips gyrating in a sensual dance that becomes more frenzied as he licks and sucks, my nipples tightening painfully in response to his ministrations.


  Every part of my body seems to be connected by criss-crossing strands of red-hot wire. From my breasts to my lips, to my belly, to the soft skin of my inner thighs, and to my wet and needy cunt. “Jackson.” His name is a moan, forced out past my gasps of pleasure as I arch against his mouth, my breasts so wild for his touch they hurt.


  He lifts his head, leaving me feeling bereft. The sensual caress of cool air against my now damp breasts is like a tease, and dammit, I want more. I want to beg, but can only manage a whimper, and I clutch the desk to give me leverage as I shamelessly grind against him, wanting to increase the pressure against my clit even as I silently beg him to just please fuck me.


  We’re both wild. Crazed. This isn’t about sex or love or even passion. It’s about need. It’s about release.


  It’s about taking what we need from each other. Hard and fast and very, very thoroughly.


  His hands are on my skirt and he is shoving it up until it is nothing more than a linen ring around my waist. He rips my shirt the rest of the way open, and the muscles of my stomach tighten as cool air brushes my overly heated flesh. His mouth settles again between my breasts, and I writhe beneath him as he kisses his way down my abdomen, my skin tightening and tingling with each erotic touch.


  When he reaches my navel, his tongue dips into the indentation, and I suck in air through my teeth even as my body clenches in response to this unexpected erogenous zone. He continues down, breaking contact only to slide over the bundle of material that was once my favorite skirt but is now a hated barrier between my flesh and his mouth.


  For a moment I feel nothing except the gentle press of his hands on my hips to hold me in place. I start to lift my head, but his simple “No” halts me.


  “Please,” I beg.


  “Please what?” I hear the tease in his voice and can’t help my answering smile.


  “Fuck me.” Just saying the words makes me even more wet. I’m certain my panties are drenched—more than that, I am certain that he can see just how aroused I am. Rather than embarrass me, though, the thought only makes me more excited, and I spread my legs just a bit more in a silent admission. I want you, Jackson. And oh, dear god, I need you.


  He exhales, and the noise he makes is both a confession and a seduction. I melt in response, mind and body relenting fully to his touch. He kneels between my legs, his mouth even with the lowered edge of the table—and with my cunt. His soft breath teases me, like the most sensual of promises. And when his lips tease the soft flesh of my inner thigh, I have to turn my head and bite my lower lip to hold back the wild current of desire that threatens to shake me to the core.


  While his mouth is busy on my leg, one hand has slipped to my panties. He teases aside the thin, damp patch of material that forms a negligible crotch, then glides the pad of his thumb over me. He doesn’t penetrate, and my body clenches in protest against that denial of sensation.


  His mouth moves closer to my core, and without any warning, he takes my legs and lifts me so that I slide down a bit on the table even as he hooks my knees over his shoulders so that his mouth is right there, and I am spread out on his work table, my skirt hiked up and my hands clenching the side of the desk in a futile defense against this assault on my senses.


  I am still wearing my shoes—an expensive pair of heels that I bought on a recent shopping spree—and somehow that one detail drives home to me what it is we’re doing. And where exactly we’re doing it.


  “Jackson—oh, god, Jackson, stop.” His tongue teases me along the band of my panties. “The walls—the glass. Anyone can see.”


  “Let them.” His words are little more than a growl, and as soon as he’s spoken them his mouth is back on me. He uses his finger to pull the crotch aside and attack me with his tongue. I shiver with excitement—both from the way he is so wickedly teasing me and from the possibility of getting caught. Slim, I know, considering this floor is Jackson’s domain alone and isn’t even fully built out yet. But even had the floor been bustling, I don’t know that I could have moved away. Or that I would have wanted to. I’m too far gone. Too lost.


  I don’t care about anything but having him. Submitting to him. To giving myself entirely to Jackson, this man who has always been able to take me where I never even knew I wanted to go … but never so far that I can’t find my way back to the familiar.


  And now I am so sensitive and close that I hook my ankles together and pull him in, wanting him harder. Deeper.


  He takes me right up to the edge—my mind swirling, my body writhing—and then he pulls gently away.


  “Jackson—what—no. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”


  He chuckles, the sound very knowing and very sexy. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I have no intention of stopping.”


  Gently, he moves my legs off his shoulders as he stands, then gestures for me to hook them again around his hips. I do, and am rewarded by the erotic sound of his zipper lowering.


  “I have to be inside you.”


  “Yes. Oh, yes.” I spread my legs, welcoming him. Needing him to fill me up. To complete me.


  He is hard and thick, but I’m so damn wet he enters me easily. His hands are on my waist, and I push against him, then hook my arms around his neck so that my ass is against the edge of the table and my breasts rub provocatively against his chest as we move together in a wild and primitive rhythm.


  He opens his mouth as if to say my name, but I don’t want words. I only want him, and I claim his mouth in a violent kiss, filling him with my tongue as he fills me with his cock.


  I need this, and I know that he does too. This connection. This union. It’s power and strength and solidarity. It’s proof that we can get through everything that has and will happen. That we can weather the gathering storm.


  It’s torment and treasure.


  And I dread when this interlude will end and I must unleash another kind of tempest.


  He is deep inside me, gravity working with his every thrust, and his thumb teasing my clit in time with his movements. I am lost—I am melting. Aware only of the way he makes me feel—wild and lost and so goddamned insatiable.


  But even as he pounds into me—even as euphoria spins me higher and higher and I know that this is a coming together that we so desperately need—there’s something counterbalancing it all. Drawing me down. “Jackson.” I gasp out his name. “Jackson, stop. I have to—oh, god.”


  He has shifted, and now he pushes me back onto the table. As he does, he lifts one of my knees up toward my waist so that I am even more open to him and he is even deeper inside me. He bends over me, shifting the angle from which he is entering me, so that his pelvis rubs my clit with each thrust, leaving his hand free to cup my ass and hold me steady as he drives into me over and over, so hard and so fast that whatever foolish notion I’d had of making him stop is very soundly knocked out of my head.


  “Come with me,” he growls. “Dammit, Sylvia, I want you to come with me.”


  I arch up, one hand clawing his shoulder as I clutch the edge of the drafting table with the other. He pounds into me, his body going rigid with release. But it is his face, open and savage with undisguised need, that pushes me over the edge, and I cry out as the orgasm crashes over me again and again like a battering sea in a storm.


  I am still breathing hard, still trembling from the aftershocks of passion, when he falls on top of me, his face buried against my breasts. I hook my legs more tightly around his waist so that I don’t slide down, but the truth is that I want to move. I am antsy now. Guilty.


  I’ve taken this moment—this pleasure—under false pretenses, and I don’t know what to do now or how to make it right. All I know is that I have to move. That I have to get him off me, because our position is too intimate and far too fragile to support the weight of my guilt.


  “Jackson.” I lift his head. “I need to get up. My back.” The lie comes easily, and I feel another twinge of guilt when his brow furrows with concern and he helps me off the table, and even tugs my tattered shirt closed for me as I yank my skirt back down.


  “I’m glad you didn’t give up,” he says. “I’m glad you came looking for me.”


  “I—” The words seem to catch in my throat, but I have to go on. I have to get this out. “There’s something I should have told you before. I should have told you the moment I found you. But I didn’t,” I say as I look down at the floor. “I didn’t, and I’m sorry.”


  I’m rambling. And as I rattle off these meaningless words, I realize that Jackson and I are in the same predicament. I should have delivered the blow at the first opportunity. And he should have done the same with his revelation about Damien.


  “What?” He takes my chin and gently tilts my face to his so that I must either look at him or deliberately avoid his eyes. “What’s going on?”


  “It’s Damien,” I say, then watch as his expression hardens in front of me. “And it’s the resort.”


  He says nothing, and for some reason that makes it harder. But I have to do this and so I press on, taking a deep breath for courage, and then just blurting it out. “You’re fired, Jackson. Damien said I have to fire you from the project.”


  The bastard.


  The goddamn, fucking, holier-than-thou bastard.


  “Fired?” Jackson repeated, even though he knew damn good and well that he’d heard her exactly right. “And, what? The great Damien Stark didn’t have the balls to do it himself? He has to put that on you?”


  She took a step toward him, her hand outstretched. “Jackson, he—”


  “No.” He shook his head. “I don’t even want to hear it.”


  For Jackson’s whole life, everything that Damien wanted, Damien got. And more often than not, he got it at Jackson’s expense.


  Damien wanted a father? Fine, he took Jackson’s.


  He wanted time? No problem there, either. Because Jeremiah sure as hell couldn’t stick around when little Damien needed him.


  Opportunity? Why not just play grab-ass with whatever came along, just like he did in Atlanta, and why the hell should he give a flying fuck if his underhanded manipulations screwed over anyone else?


  And now Damien wanted him gone, because god forbid Jackson’s revelation caused him even the slightest bit of inconvenience.


  “Fuck.”


  He grabbed the first thing he saw—a plastic cup full of pencils—and hurled it across the room. It slammed into the window and the pencils went flying, bouncing off the glass like tiny spears.


  Beside him, Sylvia pressed up against the drafting table where he’d buried himself in her just moments before. Her eyes were wide and he could see her chest rising and falling as she watched him warily, as if fearing that he might suddenly explode.


  Then again, hadn’t he already done that?


  He sucked in a breath, then dragged his fingers through his hair. Christ, he was an asshole.


  “Syl,” he said, then felt his gut twist into knots when he saw the single tear snake down her cheek.


  Oh hell. Oh fuck.


  He’d done that. He’d scared her. He’d hurt her. And before that, he’d fucking used her.


  And he was standing there and cursing Damien for being an asshole?


  What the fuck was wrong with him?


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “Christ, I’m so damn sorry.”


  Her mouth moved, as if to say his name, but no sound came out. Just as well, because right now his name on Sylvia’s lips had the power to shatter him. And he was already too shattered by half.


  For a moment, he just looked at her. She stood there, her mouth slightly open as if she was searching for a single magic word that could put everything back to right. Her lips were swollen, her hair mussed. She held her shirt together with one hand, because of course he’d been asshole enough to rip the garment to shreds.


  Goddamn it. Goddamn it all to hell.


  He still wore his suit jacket, and now he shrugged it off and dropped it over the back of a nearby chair.


  “I’m sorry about your shirt,” he said. “I’m sorry about everything.”


  And then, without looking back, he turned and left the room.
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  I grab hold of the drafting table and suck in air, trying to gather myself as Jackson disappears down the hall.


  Part of me thinks that I should follow him—that I should go after him and enfold him in my arms, then hold him like a child, kissing him and murmuring soft words until the pain goes away.


  But we have just been down this road, and I know that when he ran from Damien, I brought him comfort.


  Now, things have changed. And this time it is me that he is running from.


  Dammit, dammit, dammit.


  I pace the office, my emotions too riled to allow me to stand still. Back and forth, again and again, not seeing the room. Not seeing anything. Just moving. Just feeling the blood in my veins and the contempt that now flows as well.


  Because right now, I hate myself. I hate myself for what I did to this man I care so deeply for. For that matter, I hate Damien, too, for forcing me to be the hatchet man.


  I understand why he did it—I’m the project manager and that means that hiring and firing are part of my job. But it wasn’t my decision to fire, and now the two best things in my world—Jackson and my job—have been tainted.


  And, yes, I hate myself because despite what has happened—despite knowing that Jackson is in pain—I don’t want to quit this job that I love.


  “Goddammit.” I grab an eraser off the table and hurl it across the room. It hits the window just inches away from where Jackson’s pencils had struck. It makes no sound, then drops to the ground.


  All in all, pretty damn unsatisfying, and I fall back into Jackson’s chair, close my eyes, and lower my head to his desk.


  I’m lost and I’m angry and I’m confused.


  Most of all, I’m impotent. Because I don’t know what to do. I don’t even know where to begin.


  Don’t you know by now that I always need you?


  His words echo in my mind, and I can’t help but wonder if he really meant them. Does he need me?


  More important, does he need me now?


  As it turns out, the question is moot, because Jackson is nowhere to be found, and by midnight I really don’t care what he wants or needs anymore. Now it’s all about me. Because I’m terrified that something horrible has happened to him, and all that matters is what I want and what I need.


  What I need is to find him.


  He’s not answering his phone. He’s not answering his texts.


  I drive all the way to Marina del Rey only to discover that he’s not on his boat.


  And when I call the Redbury, a boutique hotel that I know he’s stayed at before, I am assured that he is not registered there either.


  I end up at my Santa Monica condo, and though I know perfectly well that I haven’t yet given him a key, I say a little prayer that he’s inside. That he’s fallen asleep on the back patio, and that by the time morning rolls around, we’ll be laughing about my antics to find him when he was at my place all along.


  But he’s not here, either, and my options are dwindling even as my fears are rising. This is no longer about soothing his anger or hurt feelings. This is about being really and truly scared that Jackson is beat up and bloody somewhere. He has one hell of a temper, after all.


  Hadn’t he gone after Reed?


  Didn’t he have a scar on his forehead, a souvenir from when I had left him in Atlanta five long years ago?


  “I turned anger into fights,” he’d once told me. “And I channeled control into sex.”


  We’d certainly covered the sex part already. But now I am terribly afraid that he’s moved on to the fighting portion of the program.


  I snatch up my phone and start to hit the speed dial for my best friend, Cass. But then I glance at the clock and see that it is after two in the morning. I hesitate, because she must be dead asleep by now. Then I say fuck it and dial. As far as I’m concerned, this is the kind of situation that is squarely covered by the best friend emergency pact.


  “Who the fuck is this?”


  The female who answers the phone is not Cass, and it takes a moment for my addled brain to regroup. “Zee, it’s Sylvia. I’m sorry I woke you, but it’s an emergency. Can you put Cass on?”


  She sighs deeply before saying, “Sure. Whatever. Hold on.” At least, those are the words that filter across the cellular connection. But I hear what she’s really saying, and it sounds a hell of a lot more like, “You fucking bitch, it’s the middle of the night.”


  Of course, I might be projecting. Cass and Zee—which is short for Zelda—have been dating for all of about five minutes, but already I’m seeing angst and insecurity all over my best friend. And I’m sorry, but Cass is on the upside of awesome, and if Zee doesn’t see that, then she is seriously warped.


  “What’s wrong?” Cass barks out the question without preamble, and with no hint of sleep in her voice. She’s good in a crisis, and always has been, and it’s times like this when I’m even more grateful that she’s on my team.


  “Jackson,” I say, then give her the quick and dirty rundown of what’s transpired. I don’t have to tell her that Jackson is Damien’s half-brother because Jackson already did that himself. He’d been desperate to find me, and he’d gone to Cass, then laid it all out for her, knowing that if anyone could help him find his way back to me, it was my best friend.


  “I know he goes to gyms to blow off steam,” I say. “The kind with rings and boxing clubs. But no gym is gonna be open at this hour. What if he’s gotten in with one of those underground fight club groups? You know, the bare knuckles thing where the guys beat the shit out of each other and other people bet on it.”


  I don’t know what the hell I’m talking about, of course. I’m stringing together tidbits from fiction, movies, television, and short pieces I’ve caught on the evening news. But the idea that secret fight clubs exist makes perfect sense to me. And if they do exist, then I have no doubt that a man as capable and determined as Jackson would know how to find one.


  “Okay, you need to seriously chill. Do you want me to come over?”


  “Yes. No.” I take a deep breath. “No, of course not. But I’m really worried.”


  “Yeah, I get that. I’m thinking.” There’s a pause, and I clutch my phone so hard I’m at risk of breaking it. “Wait. Oh my god, we’re both idiots.”


  Since I’m completely willing to believe that at this point I don’t bother debating. “Go on.”


  “When you went running off into the hills that time in his Porsche, how did he find you?”


  “OnStar,” I say.


  “So use that.”


  I replay her words in my head, sure I missed something. But nope, that’s all she said. So I ask the most basic question in the history of the universe: “How the hell am I supposed to do that? I’m not on the account. I don’t even know the license plate number.”


  “Oh, please. You work for one of the original masters of the universe. Surely someone in Starkworld knows how to do that kind of shit.”


  I am seriously doubtful. At the same time, I have no better idea and, if nothing else, this will give me something to do other than tossing and turning and pretending to sleep. “Okay. Great. I’m on it.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Unless you’re holding back on me and have a better idea hidden in your sleeve.”


  “Sorry,” she says. “No.”


  “Then go back to sleep. And tell Zee I’m sorry.”


  I hear a rustling as she adjusts the phone. “She’s already conked out.” I hear her draw in a breath, and when she speaks again, her voice is soft, but firm and full of concern. “Listen, I know everything’s been pretty weird for you lately. If you need the ink, I’ll open the shop right now.”


  I close my eyes, overcome with emotion. Of all the people in the world, Cass and Jackson are the only two who not only see me, but understand me.


  I shake my head, though I know she can’t see me. “I’m okay,” I say, even as my hand slips to my lower back where his initials are tattooed. “I honestly hadn’t thought of it.”


  “Really?”


  I understand the surprise in her voice. My tattoos are a map of both pain and triumph. A record of the things in my life that have rocked me—and a reminder that I can and will survive.


  “I don’t need it,” I say firmly. “This is just a bump. A blip. We’ve gotten through so much more, I know we can get through this, too.” Just saying the words aloud gives me confidence, and I’m glad that Cass brought up the tattoo. Because it gave me the chance to say no.


  “Damn straight,” she says. “But call if you get weird. And call me once you find him so I know everything’s okay.”


  “Will do. I have an idea, actually. Your OnStar spiel totally got me thinking.”


  “Yeah? Well, good on me.”


  “I love you, you know.”


  “Then why the hell aren’t you in my bed?”


  I laugh, then hang up, shaking my head with amusement. Despite waking Zee, I’m glad I called, because if nothing else I feel infinitesimally better.


  I pull up my contacts and dial the home number for Ryan Hunter, Stark International’s security chief. He’s just the guy for a little late-night private eye work.


  This time, the voice that answers is completely awake, and I can hear the stereo blaring in the background.


  The voice, however, doesn’t belong to Ryan.


  “Hello?” the voice says. “Hey! Yo! Turn that down, will you?”


  I grin as the background music fades to a sane level and Jamie Archer, Ryan’s girlfriend, comes back on the line. “Okay, I can hear now. What’s up?”


  “Hey, Jamie,” I say. “It’s Syl.”


  “Yeah, I know. Caller ID. Welcome to the twenty-first century.”


  “Listen, I need a favor.”


  “No prob,” Jamie says. “What do you need?”


  “Actually, I need it from Ryan. Is he there?”


  “Sure. Hang on.”


  I hear the clatter of the phone being passed, along with laughter in the background. I know that he’s taken Monday and Tuesday off to spend time with some college friends who came into town, and I feel a twinge of guilt for interrupting. Not enough guilt to make me hang up, though.


  “Sylvia?” Ryan’s voice is smooth with a hint of concern. “Is everything okay?”


  “No. Yes. I don’t know.” The words tumble out of me, and I give him the rundown of everything that has happened. Not the brother thing, but the firing. The explosion. The fact that Jackson is gone.


  “I’m really worried. I thought maybe you could track his Porsche. It’s got OnStar.”


  “Do you have his account information?”


  “No.”


  “How about the VIN number for the Porsche? Or the license plate?”


  “No.”


  “Then I don’t know how—actually, give me five minutes. Do you want to hang on, or shall I call you back?”


  “I’ll hang.”


  “I’m putting the phone down,” he says, and I’m left alone in my apartment, the worry that twines through me contrasting with the hum of music, drinking, and general revelry filtering back to me through the phone line.


  Finally, he comes back on the line. “The license plate was easy—he has a card key for the garage, so we have his vehicle information.”


  “That’s great.”


  “Tracking the car’s another story.” He sighs. “Look, Syl. I’ve got a friend in intelligence who owes me a favor, and I think he could manage it. But it would put his ass on the line. But if you really think Jackson’s in trouble, then I’ll do it. You just have to say the word.”


  I open my mouth to tell him to yes, yes, please find Jackson.


  But the words don’t come. Because the truth is that it’s not Jackson I’m afraid is in trouble, it’s the two of us as a couple that I’m worried about.


  And until I find him—until he holds me in his arms again—then I’m the one who really isn’t okay.
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  By the time four a.m. rolls around, I am seriously considering calling Ryan back and telling him to yes, please call his friend in intelligence. Hire a hacker. Contact the fucking CIA. Just do something to find Jackson before I go completely out of my mind.


  I don’t, though.


  I do, however, send an email to Damien telling him that I’ve terminated Jackson. Since he’s not an employee but a contractor, I don’t have to deal with human resources, thank goodness. Then I shoot an email to Aiden, my immediate supervisor in the real estate division, telling him that I’ll be working from home today. Fortunately, I’ve already asked Rachel to cover Damien’s desk for the rest of the week. Not because I expected to stay up all night, but because I’d planned to spend a good part of the week with Jackson, working on the details of the resort.


  Now, of course, I still need the time, because the entire project is a mess and I need to get all my architectural ducks in order.


  My eyes are scratchy, and despite my worry, I cannot stop myself from yawning. I’ve been sitting at my kitchen table, a pad of paper in front of me so that, ostensibly, I can make notes about the resort. The pad is entirely covered with doodles.


  I get up, use my Keurig to make a cup of coffee, and then go to my sofa. I wedge myself into the corner, pull a blanket up to my shoulders, and hold the mug in both hands. It’s the warmth I want the most, because I feel cold. A bone-deep chill that I haven’t been able to shake since Jackson walked away, leaving me alone in his office.


  I know that I should sleep, but I can’t bring myself to move to the bedroom. Everything around me is spinning wildly out of control, and I know that if I sleep, my nightmares will come.


  But it’s more than that. Somehow¸ letting sleep take me feels like giving up. He has to call soon. He has to, because I need to know that we’re okay. I need to see his face and know that, despite the guilt that seems to cling to me like glue, he doesn’t blame me for firing him.


  That’s what this is about, of course. That’s why I have to find him. Have to see him. That’s why I can’t sleep. Why I am a wreck.


  Because I’m afraid.


  I’m so terribly, terribly afraid that despite the passion that twines us together and despite having already overcome so much, the foundation of our relationship has shifted, and nothing is ever going to be the same.


  “Just as well he stays away. He’s not the only one with secrets.”


  I blink, confused, and push myself up on the couch. The garage-style door to my patio is rolled up, and Bob stands on the threshold looking at me, one hand pressed casually against his crotch, and his camera hanging from a strap around his neck. His silky black hair is pulled back with a leather band, and he’s smiling at me. “We’ve got a lot in common, you and I. We both want Jackson Steele.”


  He reaches up and slides his hand over the top of his head, and my stomach tightens with revulsion as his hair slides off. It’s a wig, and he drops it negligently on the ground. “That’s not me anymore. I’m a long way from that man. I’m Robert Cabot Reed, and I have all the power now. But you don’t, do you, little Elle?”


  I want to yell at him. To tell him my name is Sylvia. And that he’s nobody. Just some slimy photographer from the Valley who’s playing at making movies. But the words won’t come.


  “You don’t have anything at all,” he continues in that singsong voice. “Not even Jackson.”


  “No,” I say. “That’s not true.”


  “Do you think he’ll still want you when he knows your secrets? My little Elle said she told him the truth, but you didn’t tell him all of it, did you? Still got your secrets, don’t you?”


  I pull the blanket up all the way to my chin. I am so cold, and I’m scared. I don’t want him to touch me. I don’t want him to look at me. And I don’t want to be here.


  “But you have to stay,” my father says. He is standing right in front of me, and he reaches down and takes the mug from me. It is full of hot chocolate topped with marshmallows. My favorite. I didn’t realize I was holding it. I haven’t even had one sip.


  He lifts it to his lips and drinks it all up, then sets the empty cup on my coffee table. “You know why you have to stay. And you’re a good girl, Elle. You’re my good girl. You need to stand up now. It’s time for Bob to take your picture. He has a lot of things to take.”


  “No,” I say, but it doesn’t matter. Because I see another me across the room. I’m leaning against the door frame, my back arched to accentuate my breasts, small and firm beneath a thin cotton T-shirt.


  “Perfect,” Bob says. He picks up the camera and starts to click. “Just needs a little bit more. Gotta look like you’re enjoying it. Gotta look like you want it.”


  “No,” I whisper, but I’m all the way on the couch and he doesn’t hear me. The other me—the one he’s touching, the one whose nipples he’s squeezing and stroking—she just stands still, her eyes closed tight as if she wants to cry.


  She doesn’t. She can’t.


  “That’s my girl,” my father says.


  “Your slut, you mean,” Bob says. “Your whore.”


  “No.” My father’s voice is sharp, and he picks the mug back up, then slams it down against the table. Bam! “No!” he repeats, then slams again. Bam!


  Then again and again and again until my head is full of nothing but the sound of the ceramic against the wood and I am certain that any minute the mug is going to shatter and I will—


  “Sylvia!”


  Jackson’s voice.


  I bolt upright, my heart pounding, unsure if I am still trapped in a dream.


  “Sylvia!” he repeats, and the word is underscored with pounding.


  My door! He is at my door.


  I toss the blanket off, then hurry to my front door. I tear through the locks, then yank the door open.


  He stands there, his slacks wrinkled and his shirt untucked. The wound on his cheek that had been healing so nicely is open again, red and angry and swollen. And though it doesn’t look broken, his nose is caked with dried blood.


  “In,” I say, and hold out my hand.


  He takes it, and as soon as he is inside my condo, he pulls me into his arms, his head bent so that his face is pressed against my hair. I cling to him, so overcome with relief that I’m afraid I’ll fall if I let go of him, and I loosen my grip only when I hear him draw in a sharp breath of air.


  I release him, then step back, finally taking the time to truly inspect him. “You’re hurt.”


  “Trust me,” he says. “I hurt a lot less now.”


  I wince, but don’t say anything. I know what he means—how can I not? He’s pounded it away—the pain of dealing with Damien. The wounds inflicted by me.


  I force the thoughts from my head. He’s here now, and that is all that matters. “Let me see,” I say as my fingers reach for the buttons on his shirt. I undress him slowly, then carefully peel the white cotton away from his tanned body. His chest is lean and muscled, with broad shoulders and just enough chest hair to give a woman something to tease with her fingers. He is perfection, but right now, his skin is marred by bruises rising in various shades of purple and yellow.


  My stomach twists, but I don’t look away. Instead, I hold tight to his hand and pull him farther into the apartment. “Come on,” I say. “We’re going to fix you up.”


  “Sylvia, wait. I shouldn’t have—”


  I press a finger gently to his lips. “No. Please. We can talk later. Right now I just—” I draw a breath. “Right now I just need to take care of you.”


  Tears well in my eyes, because this is my fault. What he’s done to himself. And even though it won’t change anything, I need to try to fix it. Even if only a little. “Please,” I say as I pull our joined hands to my lips. “Let me do this.”


  He nods, then follows me to the bedroom. I peel the covers back, then return to Jackson. I’ve left the shirt in the living room, but he’s still wearing his slacks and shoes. I bend down, then untie the laces on his shoes and hold his foot while he slips each off in turn. Then I rise up, my head tilted back slightly so that I can face him as my fingers work his button and fly.


  Gently, I tug his pants down, and then his briefs. His cock is semi-erect, and I press my hand lightly over him, cupping the tender skin in my palm. “Not now,” I say gently.


  “I know,” he replies. “But I should point out that might be the only part of me that didn’t get the shit kicked out of it last night.”


  “I’m glad you know how to protect what’s important,” I deadpan, and am rewarded with a twitch of his lips. “Now sit.”


  He does, moving to sit on the edge of the bed. I pull his slacks and briefs the rest of the way off, and then his socks. When he’s naked, I silently indicate that he should lay down.


  He doesn’t, though. He stays upright, looking right at me. “You didn’t tell me,” he says. “The press. Calling you about me. You should have told me.”


  I lick my lips, then lift a shoulder in a small shrug. “Just a couple of calls when I went in to work yesterday morning. The resort is their angle, so of course they’d want a comment from the project manager, especially since Damien was away.”


  “You didn’t give them one.” His mouth curves up, almost into a smile.


  “Not one damn word.” Now it’s my turn to grin. “You heard Damien. The official response is ‘no comment.’”


  “And if there was no official response?”


  I step forward to take his hand. “I’d never say a word to them about you. About anything.”


  He leans forward, resting his forehead against my chest as he breathes. Just breathes. His skin is hot to the touch, and I have to resist the urge to tilt his head back and check for fever. I already know what is wrong with him. He’s exhausted, mentally and physically. He needs to sleep. But I can also see that he needs to get out whatever is on his mind.


  So I stand there, perfectly still. And I wait.


  “I don’t like my demons pushing up against you.” He sits up straight so that he can look at me. “I don’t like you having to carry my shit.”


  “I don’t mind.”


  A muscle twitches in his cheek. “I do.”


  “Yeah? Well then you’re an idiot, Jackson Steele.”


  He lifts a brow in surprise. Frankly, I’m a little surprised myself. But I forge on. “Everything you said to me—about helping me. About being there for me to work through all the baggage that comes with what Reed did to me. All of that is important. And just knowing that you’ve got my back makes me feel good. No, it’s more than that. It makes me stronger.”


  I kneel on the floor in front of him. I’m still holding his hand, but I put my other one on his knee. “Don’t you get it? I want to be there for you, too. I want to be the one who helps make you stronger. Who helps you carry it all.”


  As I speak, I realize I’m not even talking about the damn calls from the press anymore. Those were nuisances, nothing more. No, I’m talking about the bruises. The fighting.


  I’m talking about the fact that he ran from me instead of to me.


  And, yes, I know that I was the one who fired him. Intellectually, I get that. Emotionally, I want this man in my arms.


  Very gently, I reach up and brush his cheek, just beneath where the wound has split open again. “When I told you what Bob did to me—when you learned about the nightmares and why I pushed you away in Atlanta and the stories behind all of my tattoos—you asked me if I’d ever seen a therapist.”


  “You said no.”


  “And you said that if I wouldn’t talk to someone professional, that you’d be my therapy.” I take the pad of my thumb and brush it gently over his lower lip, enjoying this soft intimacy. “I want to be your therapy, too.”


  He makes a scoffing sound. “Baby, I needed to bust something. You can look at me and see the shit I had to get out of my system. Do you really think I’m going to go there with you?”


  I let my gaze drift over him, taking in his perfect body that has been so abused. Lingering on each mark, each scrape, each bruise. I can claim them all, because it was my words that had him lashing out. My words that triggered the explosion.


  “Yes,” I say. And then I lift my eyes to his. “Yes,” I repeat.


  His expression hardens, and he shakes his head. He starts to speak, but I cut him off.


  “I will give you whatever you need, Jackson, that’s a promise.” My chest feels full, and I’m having to push the words out. I want him to comprehend this. To truly get it. “Do you think I don’t understand going wild? Pushing hard? Have you forgotten about Louis? About all the initials I have inked on my thigh?”


  Slowly—gently—I brush my fingertip over the bruises on his chest. I watch the way his skin shifts and tightens in response to my touch. “These should be mine, Jackson,” I whisper. “Whatever relief you get from pounding away on another man, I should have been the one giving it to you.”


  His body stiffens beneath my touch. “I won’t hurt you, Sylvia. Not like that.”


  “I’m not asking you to. Not exactly.” I slide my hand down until I’m cupping his cock. I hear his sharp intake of breath. “But I am saying that I’ll give you what you need. Whatever you need.”


  His cock stiffens beneath my hand, and I bite back a smile of satisfaction.


  “You have no idea what you’re offering.”


  “I think I do,” I say, though in truth, he may be right. I’ve witnessed his need to fight. For raw violence. To lose himself in complete, primal physicality.


  Translate that to sex, and can I handle it? Do I want to handle it?


  Hell, yes. A tremor of nervous excitement runs through me, culminating between my legs, and I squirm a bit from the simple knowledge that I am wet. Because so long as it is with Jackson, the idea of being taken wildly, brutally, is undeniably exciting.


  “You told me that I get off on submitting, so long as I’m doing it willingly. So long as I’m handing over control. You told me that I like being used so long as I’m the one who sets the ball rolling.”


  I release his hand, then rise to my feet. “That’s all I’m offering, Jackson, but I’m offering it without reservation or conditions. Use me, Jackson. Use me whenever or however you need. I know you won’t take it too far. I trust you. And I don’t want you to run from me. Not again. Not ever.”


  I can see that he wants to answer me, but I don’t want to hear it. Not anything. Not yet. So I shake my head and press my fingertips over his mouth. “No. Not now. We’ve said everything that needs to be said for the time being. And right now, I’m going to take care of you another way. Lay back.”


  He does, and I brush a kiss over his lips, then smooth his hair. “Close your eyes,” I say. “I’m going to go get an ice pack.”


  “Yes, doctor.”


  “Role-playing?” I tease. “Well, we can certainly add that to our repertoire.”


  He chuckles, but his eyes are closed now, and the sound fades as he starts to drift.


  I hurry to the kitchen, then return with a gel pack I use on days when I take yogurt and fruit to work. He flinches a bit when I hold it over the worst of the bruises, but he doesn’t open his eyes.


  I minister to each bruise, holding the cold against them for five minutes each. I don’t know how much help it will be, but my brother, Ethan, got into a lot of fights in school trying to prove he wasn’t weak and sick, and my mom always treated his bruises with ice to keep the swelling down.


  Finally, I decide that there are no more bruises to treat, and that I’ve exhausted my limited first aid skills. I strip off my own clothes, then climb into the other side of the bed. Jackson is dead to the world, and I don’t want to wake him, so I very carefully pull the covers up, then slide in next to him. Since I’m afraid of accidentally prodding one of his injured spots, I don’t spoon against him. Instead, I lay a few inches away, then rest my hand lightly on his hip.


  I don’t like it, though. Even this small space of air between us seems like a barrier that is forcing us apart. And though I close my eyes and will exhaustion to sweep me away, sleep doesn’t come.


  But then Jackson rolls over, his arm going automatically around my waist. He pulls me to him so that my rear is nestled against his crotch and my back is pressed tight against his battered chest. His breath is soft and even near my ear, and as soothing as a lullaby.


  And as slumber finally sweeps me away, my last thought is that I was a fool. Because I should know better than to think that even the most potent pain would keep me out of Jackson’s arms.
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  Jackson woke to realize that every part of his body ached.


  His ribs screamed when he breathed.


  His skin felt too tight and too damned sensitive.


  Muscles burned, abrasions stung.


  All in all, he was a fucking mess. And he had no one to blame but himself.


  Himself—and Damien Stark.


  Goddamn the arrogant prick. He’d fired Jackson? What kind of bullshit was that?


  Even now, the memory made him want to put his fist through the wall, and he really should have worked that shit out by now. Lord knows the fifteen large he’d won in the ring last night should have been therapy enough. He’d beaten the crap out of every challenger Sutter had tossed at him, and still the rage bubbled under the surface.


  And not just because of what Damien had done, but because of how he’d done it. Putting it on Sylvia. Making her lay down the gauntlet to Jackson, when Damien knew damn good and well that she wanted Jackson on the project, not to mention that they were dating.


  Dating.


  The word sounded too thin to hold the depth and power of the emotions he felt for Sylvia. He’d left because he couldn’t stand the thought of losing it in front of her. And he’d returned because, goddammit, he needed her touch to find his way back to himself after the rage had passed. After he was aching and exhausted.


  Christ, she was perfect, and all the more so because of the way she’d given herself so fully to him. Did she even realize what she’d done to him? The way his heart had flipped over when she’d looked at him with those wide, whiskey-colored eyes and told him that she’d submit to whatever he needed? That he could use her however he wanted?


  Now her back was pressed to his chest and he held his arm loose around her waist. The steadiness of her breathing was like a gift, as if she was silently telling him that so long as she was in his arms, all was right with the world. She trusted him, fully and completely. He felt it now, and he’d seen it when she’d so boldly offered herself to him. In her eyes, on her face.


  That trust had both humbled and excited him. Hell, even now his cock—about the only part of him that wasn’t battered and bruised—was as hard as a rock and nestled sweetly against the curve of her ass.


  He knew how much she craved control. He remembered with painful clarity the night when she’d finally told him why. When she’d shared not only the truth about what that fucking asshole Reed had done to her when she was a teen, but also about how she’d reacted.


  How she’d wanted to run but hadn’t been able.


  How she’d wanted to get lost in her head, but had been denied that, too.


  How her body had heated, responded. How Reed had touched her. Teased her. How he’d stroked and played with her.


  He’d taken her to climax—and when she’d gone over, that loss of control had humiliated and mortified her. More than that, it had scarred her. Changed her.


  In the end, it had infused her with a bone-deep need to keep control. Jackson understood that—and so he understood as well just how much of herself she’d offered him tonight.


  And, yes, they had already gone part of the way down this road. Early on, he’d glimpsed the shadows lurking in her past, and had recognized that it wasn’t control she needed, but submission. A safe place where she could surrender to pleasure and not feel ashamed. Where she could give control rather than have it ripped from her.


  He had offered that to her, and she had agreed. So far, though, they’d taken only baby steps.


  But this …


  She’d trusted him openly and completely even though her core makeup was to not trust at all.


  She’d surrendered control even though she didn’t understand how far he might want or need to go.


  But what had really twisted Jackson up was the realization that just saying the words had aroused her. He’d seen that clearly enough in the way her pupils had dilated and in the flush that rose in her cheeks.


  And her excitement had made him hard.


  Hell, just thinking about it now made him harder, though how that was physically possible he really didn’t know. He was so stiff right now he felt like he’d been sculpted from a goddamn slab of marble.


  If he’d had any doubts that Sylvia would go with him as far as he—or she—needed to go, she had soundly erased them. Christ, she’d put herself out there as a proxy for the ring.


  That would never happen, of course; she wasn’t a punching bag, and he would never, ever use her like that. But her offer, made with such sincerity and love, had stolen his breath.


  He’d told her once that he’d taken all the shit from his childhood and turned it around. His anger to fighting and his need for control to sex. All true, yes. But the deeper truth was that the anger stemmed from control as well. From the lack of control, to be specific. From the feeling of being tossed aside by his father who’d had a whole hell of a lot of better shit to do with a hell of a lot better son.


  Sometimes it really was about getting out there and getting bloody. Getting lost in the ring and the rage.


  But more often, all that he truly needed was to release some of the pressure inside him. To fight back against whatever cosmic joke the universe was pulling at that moment and grab control where he could.


  Before Sylvia, that would have been cause to call a few friends like Sutter who were uniquely hooked in. Find out what warehouse was hosting the action that night, and see if he could get a piece of it.


  Now, though, they could fight their demons together. Yin and yang. Control and submission. Pleasure and pain. And on and on and on until they sent each other spiraling over that invisible line where it all became the same. Where pain gave way to pleasure, and control revealed itself to be nothing more than surrender.


  That was the heart of the truth, wasn’t it? Because no matter what games they might play in bed—no matter how much he professed to be the one in control—in life, Sylvia held Jackson’s heart in her hands, and he was utterly hers.


  Right now, though, she was his. And he was too hard and too eager to decline the pleasure she had offered. Use her? Hell, yes he would. Deeply, intimately, and very, very thoroughly.


  Slowly, he moved his arm from around her waist, trailing his fingers up so that he could gently stroke her perfect skin. So that he could glide over her curves—her hip, her waist, her breast.


  He pressed his palm over her breast, cupping it, feeling his cock twitch as her softness filled his palm. Then he flattened his hand and very lightly stroked her nipple with his palm. She whimpered in sleep, but didn’t wake. Her body, however, was beginning to rouse in response to his ministration, and the nipple he’d been teasing was now taut and tight. He took it between two fingers, rolling it gently but firmly as her areola puckered.


  As he teased her breast, he pressed his lips to the back of her neck, brushing a kiss over the tattoo there. She had so many, all marking her battles and triumphs over her demons. Too many, he thought. And two of them, he knew, were because of him. The flame on her breast, and his initials on her lower back.


  His chest squeezed tight as he pulled down the sheet so that he could see her ink in the afternoon light now streaming through the window. He slid down, pressing his lips to her skin, dancing his tongue along the line of his initials. He heard her soft moan, and stopped briefly, but she hadn’t awakened.


  Good.


  He knew now what he wanted to take. How he needed to use her, accepting the gift of herself that she’d given him, and returning it with pleasure and with a silent promise that they belonged together.


  Not a hard, pounding fuck. For now, at least, he’d exorcised his demons. But dear god, he did need to be inside her—to claim her fully and control her pleasure completely. To see her face as she awakened with his cock deep within her and her body primed and wet and soft with need.


  He wanted her to realize that he understood the depth of what she had offered him and that he welcomed it. Hell, he craved it.


  Gently, he eased her onto her back and then straddled her. His cock brushed her stomach as he leaned over, and he had to pause to take a breath so that he didn’t come right then.


  He closed his mouth over her breast, teasing her already tight nipple, then slowly stroking his hand down her abdomen as he eased his way down her body. He saw the way her skin tightened in the wake of his touch, and he felt the quickening of her pulse. She writhed a bit, then reached out, her hands fisting in the sheets as her lips parted on a soft sigh.


  He paused, unsure if he’d awakened her. But she was still asleep—she’d stayed up throughout the night worrying about him, and he knew that exhaustion had swept her away.


  Slowly, he trailed his fingers down between her legs and used two fingers to stroke her cunt, already slick and wet for him. Slowly he eased those fingers inside her, and when she tightened around him in welcome, a fresh wave of desire, so strong it seemed as though it could destroy him, washed over him. He craved her, dammit, as painfully and potently as a drug. And the glory of it was that she was his. Truly his.


  And he didn’t have a clue what he’d done to deserve her.


  Rhythmically, he thrust his fingers inside her, keeping his eyes on her face as the pressure built, watching her eyes move behind her closed lids. She was dreaming, he realized, and he couldn’t help but wonder what those dreams entailed.


  Then her lips parted, and he heard a soft “yes” drift from her lips.


  Right then, that single word was the most erotic—and most powerful—sound he had ever heard. And just in time, too. Because he couldn’t wait any longer. He had to be inside her. Had to have her before the need destroyed him.


  He lowered himself over her, his cock pressing against her slick cunt. She was so wet that he slid into her easily, gratified by the way her hips rose in silent welcome. He thrust in deep, filling her so completely that his balls rubbed against her, and his cock tightened even more inside her. Again and again, and with each thrust he watched her face, bathed in passion even though she was still lost in sleep.


  And then, oh Christ, she murmured his name. Still lost in slumber, but so desperately aroused.


  And so very, very his.
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  I am not Sylvia—I am simply pleasure, surging forward like a wave. Pushing up with such force and perfection I am surprised that I can bear it, and at any moment I expect to explode, rendered to ash by the heat and power of these decadent sensations that flow through me.


  It is the thought of such an explosion that brings me back to myself. That settles awareness over me. My limbs. My breasts.


  The desperate, heated ache between my legs.


  I am motion.


  I am wild.


  I am lost, scattered to the wind by the glorious sensations bursting through me. The pressure filling me. The rhythmic motion of my body. The heat above me, and the musky scent of him that fills my senses and rocks me to my core.


  “Jackson.”


  It is his name on my lips that wakes me. Not the fact that he is inside me, because that feels right and glorious and real.


  Instinctively, I spread my knees, giving him deeper access even before my conscious brain acknowledges this delicious reality.


  “Harder,” I murmur, and as the mist of sleep starts to dissipate, I arch up, wanting more. I am so close. So alive. So sweetly, wonderfully his. “Please,” I beg as he thrusts harder into me. As I reach for him, my hands on his back pulling him against me, wanting everything that he has to give.


  I’ve gone from floating to attacking. From peaceful to feral. I want this—oh, dear god, I need this, and hear myself calling to him. His name. My moans. My cries of “Oh, god, yes, fuck me, please, Jackson, please fuck me harder.”


  He is above me, his body undulating over mine, his stormy eyes wild with passion. He is filling me up and sending waves of pleasure coursing through me. I am so close—so ready—and I feel more alive and more awake than I have ever been in my life.


  “You offered,” he growls. “I took.”


  “Yes.” I suck in air as ripples of electricity zing over my body, the precursors to an orgasm that just might kill me. “Jackson—oh, god, Jackson.”


  “That’s it, baby. Come for me.”


  His hands are on either side of me, but now he lifts one, taking his weight only on the other as he closes his now free palm over my breast. I rise up, my body craving more, and he takes my nipple between two fingers, pinching me to the point of pain.


  I gasp—in surprise, yes, but even more from the sweet sting that spreads through me, fiery hot like an electrical storm that seems to connect my breast to my core.


  I hear him moan and know that he has felt this new sensation as deeply as I have. “Again,” I beg. “Harder.”


  He doesn’t disappoint, and I bite my lower lip as he torments my nipple, making me writhe on the bed in the throes of a sweet pain that sends riots of pleasure through me, making my clit throb and my cunt tighten and convulse around him, silently demanding that he fuck me harder and deeper until finally the entire world seems to explode around us.


  I think that I call his name, but I am not sure. I’m not sure of anything, actually, until the world re-forms around us, and I am limp beneath his weight as he collapses on top of me. His cock is still inside me and his face is buried in my hair. His hand remains on my breast, and even now, even sated, I want more.


  “Jackson,” I murmur, then move my shoulder so that my still-erect nipple brushes against his hand.


  He makes a soft noise against my hair, and though he is otherwise still and spent, his fingers tease my breast, his fingertip stroking the areola, making the skin tighten and pucker.


  I am breathing harder, wanting more, and I drag my teeth over my lower lip in dire need of his touch. He doesn’t disappoint, but at the same time the touch is only a tease, a soft stroke of his fingers on my nipple, when I want that heat. That shock. That sting that shoots all the way through me.


  “You want more?” he whispers.


  “Yes.”


  “Touch yourself.”


  I open my eyes, only then realizing that I’d closed them in the first place. His face is right there, his jaw firm. His eyes hard and full of passion and heat.


  “Touch yourself,” he repeats, and because he has told me to, I comply. I slide my hand down my belly and find my clit. I’m wet and slick, and my fingers slide over my sensitive flesh.


  I buck a little, my body once again reaching for release, and as I do, I am rewarded by his fingers tightening upon my nipple, giving me what I had so desperately craved. And now that heat—that connection—seems to shoot through me, making my breasts heavy and my skin sensitive. Filling and teasing me.


  And as I stroke myself in small circles, I slide my fingers down to brush against his cock, feeling that place where we are connected. I feel him harden inside me, and I gasp at the power that seems to arc between us, firing both our bodies with such wild electricity.


  “Now, baby,” he whispers, tweaking my nipple even as a second, explosive orgasm rocks through me, making my muscles tighten around him, making him harder and wilder and oh, dear god, I still want more. I want everything. I want Jackson.


  And he, thank god, wants me.


  Still inside me, he rolls onto his back so that I am straddling him, impaled on his cock, my body still sensitive from the last climax. “My turn, sweetheart,” he says, as he takes my hips and guides me up and down as he pumps into me, using his control over my rise and fall to thrust deeper and deeper, until he finally explodes inside me, and I watch as he goes over the edge, and am humbled by the pleasure and wonder I see on the face of this man I love.


  When the last tremors subside and his body relaxes, I lean forward so that my breasts press against his abdomen and my cheek rests against his chest. He is warm, like a furnace, and his scent is intoxicating. I am tired, sated, but I can’t resist the urge to tease his nipple with my tongue.


  When I do, he laughs, then quickly flips me so that we change positions and he is over me. “Someone’s energetic,” I tease.


  “Someone had a nice long nap.” He lifts his eyebrows. “Care to go again?”


  “Always,” I say, meaning it. “But I think we should probably eat. What time is it?”


  “Late. Early. I don’t know.” He props himself up on an elbow and grabs his phone off my bedside table. “Late. We slept all day.”


  “Makes sense. We were up all night.”


  He pulls himself up to a sitting position, then leans his back against my headboard as he uses his phone to order pizza. He doesn’t bother to cover himself with a sheet, and he isn’t the least bit self-conscious. Nor does he seem to be aware of the fact that—as the most incredible hunk of maleness that I have ever seen—he is entirely distracting me. His hard abs, his muscled arms. That tight V of muscle that some men have that traces the way from waist to groin, and his still quite impressive, though no longer fully erect, penis.


  In my current state of arousal, even the bruises that mar his body are sexy, and I can’t help but wonder if this isn’t some sort of anthropological thing. The young woman attracted to the male in the tribe with the visible marks that prove he is capable of protecting her.


  He clears his throat.


  I realize that not only is he no longer on the phone, but that I have been staring at his waist—okay, at his cock—and lift my head sheepishly.


  “Like what you see?”


  “Just checking out what belongs to me,” I say boldly.


  “Good answer. Come here.”


  I’ve been wrapped in the sheet, but he pulls me free of it so that I am tucked in naked beside him. It seems decadent, somehow. Spending the day naked in bed. Or it does until he bends over to kiss my forehead and says, “I’m sorry to have kept you up all night. I didn’t intend to worry you. Honestly, I didn’t intend anything at all.”


  I sit up, then grab for the sheet and wrap it around me again. If he asks, I’ll say that I am cold. But the truth is that I just feel a little bit exposed.


  I don’t plan to say anything, but then I hear the words and realize that they’ve come out of my mouth. “I thought you were mad at me. I thought that’s why you left.”


  “Mad?” He looks so confused that I immediately relax, because no verbal denial could be more reassuring. “Oh, baby, no. I probably could have ripped the great Damien Stark to shreds for making you do that—and it was his face I saw on every man I went up against in the ring—so I was mad, yes. But not at you.”


  He reaches for me, sheet and all, and once again pulls me close. I curl against him, and the world seems to right itself again.


  “Not at you,” he repeats. “At Damien.”


  “I know. I’m mad at him, too,” I admit. I don’t say that I understand why Damien did it. Right now, what Jackson needs is solidarity.


  “For that matter, I’m mad at my father, too. And we might as well add my mother to the equation.” He grimaces. “Although you’d think I’d know by now that getting mad isn’t even worth the effort. My whole life has been run by Damien’s needs and whims. I don’t know why now would be any different.”


  “You’ve never really told me about your family,” I say softly. “Not much more than the big picture, anyway.”


  “It’s hardly a story worthy of Disney,” he says wryly. “But I suppose it has dramatic potential.” He tilts his head back. “I told you I’m a bastard, and not just of the asshole variety?”


  I make a face. “Very funny. You told me that your dad was married.”


  “To Damien’s mother. But they didn’t have any kids when Jeremiah met my mom, about a year before I was born. Her name’s Penny, by the way.”


  “They had an affair. And he didn’t just walk away when he learned Penny was pregnant?”


  “No. And she has always given him too much credit for that. I think she’s the one who should have run. Far and fast. But she had no education. No skills. She was a waitress in a bar when Jeremiah met her. And I don’t know how much you know about Jeremiah, but he was blue collar all the way. At least until he met Damien’s mother. She had money.”


  “Really?” I hadn’t heard that. From the stories about Damien’s start in tennis, I had the impression that they were relatively poor, with the family’s hope resting on Damien.


  “That’s not altogether wrong,” Jackson says when I tell him as much. “It’s just later in the story.”


  “Okay. Go on.”


  “So Damien’s mother, Carol, had family money that she inherited. They were married. Happy. Why wouldn’t they be? All Jeremiah wanted was money and a beautiful wife and he had it.”


  “He burned through the money,” I guess.


  Jackson touches his nose. “Right you are. Although to be fair, Carol got sick. So it was really the medical bills that eventually burned through it.”


  I nod, because I understand that only too well.


  “Meanwhile, before she became ill, Damien was born. I was two at the time, and don’t even remember the blessed event. But I know that Carol and Jeremiah had been trying for years, and now suddenly he had what he wanted—a legitimate son.”


  “And you started to see less and less of your dad.”


  His smile is thin. “Are you sure you haven’t heard this story?”


  “Sadly, it’s not too hard to guess the plot. But go on.”


  “That’s really the way it shook down. It started with my father simply shifting his attention to Damien. To his happy little perfect family. And I had to keep it a secret, because our money was Carol’s money, though I didn’t realize that at the time, either.”


  He gets out of bed, gesturing for me to stay put, then pads out of the room. “Things coasted along for a while. I saw my dad, knew he had another family, tried to pretend I wasn’t jealous of my smelly, stupid little half-brother, and got on with my life.”


  He returns with two bottles of sparkling water and hands me one. “Then Carol got sick.”


  “Damien was about eight,” I say, remembering details from the various biographies I’ve not only read but edited over the years.


  Jackson nods. “I was ten. Old enough to understand things I overheard, but not to really comprehend them. And what I came to realize was that she’d been declining for a while, but it really got bad that year. Their money was dwindling, and there was no more to be had. Jeremiah had actually started working on an assembly line and had moved the family to Inglewood.”


  I nod, because I happen to know those are some of Damien’s earliest memories.


  “But what I found really interesting was that Jeremiah told my mother that Carol wasn’t going to make it. And that when she passed away, he was going to be with her—my mother, I mean. Move me and her into the house he shared with Damien. And we were all going to be one big family.”


  “Did you want that?”


  His smile is so sad it almost breaks my heart. “I did. Because I saw how much my mother wanted it. And because I thought my father would want to be around me more if I was part of an actual family and didn’t feel so much like a side note.”


  I reach out to hold his hand, the gesture seeming feeble against the weight of the pain I hear in his voice. And my heart is so tight that I’m afraid it’s going to break for the little boy he used to be. “Why didn’t it happen?” I whisper the question, somehow afraid that by speaking too loudly I’ll shatter the boy and the man.


  “Because Damien turned out to be a goddamn tennis prodigy.”


  The words seem to crack in the air like a bullwhip, and I can’t help but flinch from the force of them.


  “But why—” I begin, then stop myself. I get it. Because Damien’s career took off. The golden boy. The young celebrity athlete. And even after Carol passed away, Jeremiah wasn’t about to risk that cash cow by tossing scandal into the ring. Another family. Another child.


  And so instead he went the other direction. Told Jackson that if he breathed a word of the family secret, then Jackson and his mother would starve. And he justified his absences by his need to keep the meal ticket performing.


  He drew upon and honed his skills as a con man, a player, and left his blue-collar days behind for good.


  And in the end, both Jackson and Damien suffered.


  The intercom buzzes, and Jackson goes to let the pizza guy up, pulling on a pair of sweatpants that he’s left as a permanent fixture in my apartment. I slip into a robe and follow him into the living room, feeling a little bit shell-shocked.


  I want fresh air, and so I open the big, garage-style door to my patio.


  Jackson joins me out there, and we sit on the oversized lounge chair and balance the pizza box on the smaller chair that is the only other place to sit out here.


  “I’m so sorry,” I say as I grab a slice of pepperoni pizza. “I get why you hated him growing up. I really do. But don’t paint Damien with his father’s brush.”


  “The day after he fired me probably isn’t the best time for you to make that case,” Jackson says, and I have to admit I see his point.


  “Can I ask you something else?”


  “Of course.”


  I brush my fingers lightly over his bruises, leaving a streak of oil from the pizza. “Where did you go? You said you belong to a gym, but it was the middle of the night.”


  “A fight club,” he says. “Bare knuckle. It’s gambling and it’s illegal, but it takes the edge off.”


  My stomach twists. “Jackson.”


  “Hey, I won the purse.”


  I shoot him a scowl. “To the best of my knowledge, you’re not hurting for money. How’d you find the place, anyway?”


  “A friend from my rough-and-tumble high school years. Name’s Sutter. He owns the gym I belong to. And as for the fights, well, he’s hooked in.”


  “I don’t like it,” I say, voicing the understatement of the century. “I mean, it’s dangerous, right?”


  “Compared to what? To boxing with gloves? Gloves add weight. More risk of head injuries.”


  I put my pizza down. “Jesus, Jackson, why compare it to anything? It’s just dangerous.”


  He says nothing, and I sigh. “Look, I’m not going to sit here and debate the right way for you to get the shit beat out of you. I just don’t want you to get the shit beat out of you at all.”


  I shift on the lounger so that I’m looking at him straight on. “I meant what I said earlier. You want to pound something, then I think you should just pound yourself inside of me.”


  His smile is slow and deliciously sexy. “All right.”


  I blink, surprised by his quick acquiescence. “All right?”


  “What? Didn’t you think I’d take you up on your kind offer? Did you not mean it?”


  “No,” I assure him. “I meant it. I just thought that you—”


  He cuts me off by taking my hand. “Listen, Syl. I can’t promise I won’t ever want to beat the crap out of something again. But I was thinking about your offer while I was watching you sleep.”


  “Watching me?”


  “Oh, yes. You’re beautiful, baby. I could watch you for hours. And so I watched you, and I thought.”


  “And?” My palms are suddenly sweaty, and I wipe them on my robe.


  “And the thing is that sometimes my fights are about temper, and I really do want—like you say—to just beat the shit out of something. And maybe I can rein that in a bit. I don’t know. But the truth is that most of the time, it’s not temper that sends me into the ring but frustration. The need to wrap control around an uncontrollable situation.”


  “And I’m controllable?” Even as I say the words, I realize that my voice sounds breathy, and that my nipples are tight with excitement and anticipation. Hadn’t he said that I got off on submitting, so long as it was my choice?


  Well, he was damn sure right about that.


  “So you’ll use me?” I ask, my voice husky.


  “Baby,” he says, pulling me close, “it will be my pleasure.”
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  I stretch in the shower, then press my hands against the tile as the water pounds down on me, soothing my body. I feel sore and achy and very well-fucked, and I smile with satisfaction. If I felt this sore after a gym workout, I’d vow to not go again for a week. As it is, I want nothing more than to crawl back into bed, wake Jackson, and spend the day riding him hard.


  Sadly, that’s not going to happen.


  Instead, I’m going to go to work, and Jackson’s going to sleep in and then head to his boat. The thought is bittersweet, and I push it away, not wanting to think about the implications of Jackson not working on the Cortez resort. Not wanting to worry about the fact that his main office is in Manhattan, not Los Angeles.


  Not interested in fretting over the reality that Jackson will soon be looking for another commission, and god only knows where on the planet that might take him.


  Frustrated, I tilt my face up and let the spray wash over me. Then I step out of the shower, dry off, and wrap the towel around me as I head back into the bedroom.


  I get dressed quietly, careful not to wake Jackson. I know he must still be exhausted—god knows, I am—but I also don’t want to say goodbye. Not when I’m heading off to a job we should be going to together. And yes, I realize that’s stupid because this is reality now, and we are going to have to deal with it, but I’m not ready to face that reality yet. And if I don’t say goodbye, then maybe I can pretend that I’m at my desk on twenty-seven and he’s in his area on twenty-six, and everything is chugging along just fine.


  God, I’m pathetic.


  I push aside a pile of clean laundry so that I can sit in the blue upholstered chair by the window to put on my shoes. I bend over and tackle the tiny buckle on the tiny straps, and when I sit back up, I see Jackson watching me.


  “Hey,” I say.


  “Hey yourself.” He pats the spot next to him. “Come here.”


  I do, perching on the edge of the bed beside him as he props himself up on an elbow. I bend over and brush a kiss over his lips. “You should sleep.” I trace my fingers lightly over the bruises on his chest. “The rest will do you good.”


  “You did me good,” he says, the words so heavy with meaning that they seem to fill me up.


  “I’m glad.”


  “And now you were going to sneak out without even saying goodbye.”


  “No,” I say, but then blush when his brows rise with obvious disbelief. “Only because you were dead to the world, and I figured you needed the sleep.”


  “Bullshit,” he says.


  I lift a shoulder, looking not at him but at the bed. “Fine. It’s weird going without you.”


  He’s silent a moment, then he tilts my chin up and looks at me. “Go,” he says. “And when you get home tonight, I’ll take you out for dinner. Deal?”


  “Deal,” I agree, then laugh when he kisses my knuckles.


  My mood stays light all the way to the office, but shifts toward gray when I meet with Damien to go over some of the pending details for the resort, including replacing Jackson. It’s the longest forty-seven minutes of my life, and I’m not sure how I manage to keep my mouth shut and not tell Damien that he is making a huge, huge, huge mistake.


  “Under the circumstances, I think Glau is our best bet for a replacement,” Damien says. “I’m willing to consider other candidates, if you have them, but it’s going to have to be a perfect storm of availability, skill, and reputation to make it work.”


  Other candidates.


  As in, not Jackson.


  As in, another architect that I will be working with. Because as much as I want Jackson Steele on this project, I don’t want it enough to walk away from the project manager position.


  And that is the real elephant in the room. The monkey in my wrench. The worm in my candy bar—I haven’t told Jackson I feel guilty as shit for not quitting the resort. And he hasn’t told me that he doesn’t blame me for doing so.


  But I know that he must, because how on earth can he not be pissed? Maybe not that I’m the one who fired him, because that really is on Damien’s shoulders. But that I stayed when I could have walked.


  The gray cloud that had settled over me turns stormy, and it’s not even soothed by a double latte and chocolate croissant from Java B’s, the coffee shop in the Stark Tower lobby.


  Nor does being at my desk on twenty-seven improve my mood, and for the first time in a long time I wish that I was sitting at the desk outside Damien’s office on thirty-five, and not here in the real estate department. Because every piece of paper I put my finger on reminds me of Jackson.


  That’s especially true when I pull Glau’s preliminary sketches from the file and start to study them.


  And goddammit, there is no comparison.


  Everything about Jackson’s work is better. The presentation. The layout. The flow.


  Where the resort that Glau had envisioned is undeniably dramatic, what Jackson has put on paper enhances the beauty of the island. Instead of using Santa Cortez as the equivalent of a concrete slab upon which to plunk an architectural masterpiece, Jackson has incorporated the island into his design. He used the tide pools, the inlets, the hills, and the valleys to define the layout, making the structures seem organic, as if they were part of the land and the sea.


  Glau’s resort could be built as easily in Idaho as on Santa Cortez. But Jackson’s vision is inextricably intertwined with the island, so much so that I can imagine no other architect coming close to creating such a sweetly perfect design.


  And yet somehow I have to find just such an architect.


  Well, damn.


  What I should do is march back up to Damien’s office and argue on Jackson’s behalf. But I can’t seem to make myself push back from the desk. I don’t want Damien to think that I’m simply arguing for the man I’m sleeping with, and that frustrates me even more. Because, dammit, the man I’m sleeping with really is the best man for the job.


  “Fuck.”


  “Trouble?” The voice is cultured East Coast with just enough of a British flair to be inherently sexy. All of which means that it belongs to Aiden Ward, the vice-president of Stark Real Estate Development, and my immediate superior for The Resort at Cortez project.


  I twist around in my chair to find him leaning against the entrance to my cubicle, which constitutes my temporary office in the real estate department. When and if I leave Damien’s desk to be a full-time worker bee on this floor, I’ll get an office with a door and windows. Until then, I’m in cubicle land.


  “Usually you’re so bloody cheerful,” Aiden says amiably. He has dark blond hair and green eyes that flash when he’s amused. Like now. “Whatever could be the matter?”


  I make a face. “Don’t even pretend you haven’t heard.”


  “I have, and I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, I think Damien’s making a mistake. In this day and age, Jackson’s arrest is hardly a blip. Hell, the PR department could probably have a field day leaking stories to the press. We’d end up selling out opening day so fast we’d have to arrange for a month-long opening extravaganza. What?” he adds, frowning at me.


  I shake my head and adjust my expression. “It’s just that I agree with you. Did you talk to Damien?”


  “Haven’t seen him. I was in New York yesterday and I’ve been at the Century City site all morning. Why?”


  “No reason,” I say, and I have to wonder if Damien’s going to tell Aiden the whole truth. I suppose there’s no reason to, especially now that Jackson’s off the project. But at the same time, the truth about Jackson and Damien’s relationship is out there, and I’ve never known Damien Stark to let other people be in control of key information.


  “So was it your general malaise at the situation that had you muttering curses when I walked up? Or has something more specific got you riled up?”


  “This,” I say, passing him the folder of Glau’s work. “It’s trite and mundane and downright dull compared to the work Jackson was doing.”


  He sits down on the corner of my desk and flips through the folder. Then he looks over at my bulletin board where I’ve tacked up Jackson’s sketches. One beat, then another. Then he tosses the folder with Glau’s work in my recycling bin. “So we ask him for a fresh approach or we find another architect.”


  “Time’s an issue,” I admit. “Quality and experience are another. We’ve been down this road already, remember? When Glau quit, Jackson was our only legitimate option. Who else had the kind of reputation that would keep the investors happy?”


  “Agreed,” Aiden says. “But we’re further down the road now.”


  “Not by much.” Although it feels like Jackson and I have been working together for ages, the truth is it’s barely even been a week since he officially signed onto the project.


  “No, but sometimes it’s more about psychology. They’ve turned the ignition key twice now. That means that they think it’s a viable project. And no one likes to second-guess themselves.”


  I consider his words and have to agree that he has a point. “The investors are invested?”


  He chuckles. “Something like that.”


  “Even if you’re right, I still have to find someone that I can live with.” I lean back in my chair and focus on the ceiling. “What about Nathan Dean?”


  “Really?”


  I sit back up again, the chair creaking slightly with my movement. “You’d veto him?”


  “I might,” Aiden admits. “More importantly, I think Damien would.”


  “Yeah?” I’m surprised. Dean recently told me that he and Aiden have been friends for years. But more than that, Dean designed Damien’s extremely awesome Malibu house, so I happen to know Damien is pleased with his work. And since I was the point person for Damien on that job, I know that Dean is easy to get along with and doesn’t freak out at last-minute changes. I also happen to know that although his experience is primarily residential, he wants to branch out into commercial projects. And considering how much Damien enjoys finding and nurturing talent, I’m surprised by Aiden’s reaction.


  “I think the only reason Damien is willing to let Glau back on the project after he quit is because the man has a worldwide reputation. Dean doesn’t have that going for him.”


  Aiden has completely lost me. “But Dean didn’t quit,” I say stupidly. I mean, I should know. I was the one who brought Damien the final check to sign once the house was complete.


  “The bungalow,” Aiden says, and I shake my head, still clueless. “Apparently Damien wants to build a small bungalow on the property, but closer to the beach. A few months ago, last February, he and Dean talked about it, and Dean put together some rough sketches that Damien loved, but a few months later when Damien said they should go to contract and get started, Dean pulled out. Said he couldn’t do the project, after all.”


  “Why the hell didn’t I know about this?”


  “No need to hook the assistant in until there’s a contract. I only know about it because I had a lunch meeting with Damien the day Dean pulled the plug, so I got the full story. Let’s just say that Damien wasn’t pleased. He doesn’t like having his time wasted.”


  “No, he doesn’t.” I lean back in my chair again. “So it was Damien who told you? Not Dean?”


  Aiden’s brow creases a bit. “Actually, Dean hasn’t mentioned it at all. Maybe he figures it’s a sore point around the office.”


  “I guess it’s not too bad between them. I didn’t notice any tension when we had cocktails at his house the other day.”


  “Who knows? Damien is more than capable of keeping his personal feelings to himself. Besides, I believe Nikki pulled together the guest list. And since the bungalow was going to be a surprise, it’s quite likely that she’s not even aware that Dean shot himself in the ass.”


  I have to laugh at the somewhat vulgar expression pronounced by someone with such a hoity-toity accent. “Trent must not have known, either,” I say, referring to Trent Leiter. He’s under Aiden in the overall company hierarchy, and is directly in charge of all the projects in the Southern California area. All, that is, with the exception of The Resort at Cortez. I’d brought that idea to Damien personally, and he’d put me on as project manager, reporting directly to Aiden.


  “Trent? What does he have to do with it?”


  “He’s the one who suggested Dean as a replacement for Jackson.” At the time, I’d thought he was just being helpful. But if he did know about the bungalow, I can’t help but wonder if maybe his suggestion was a passive-aggressive way to make me suggest someone to Damien that would piss off the boss.


  I hope not. Trent’s not on my favorite person list, but I don’t actively dislike him. I do know that he was irritated when I got Cortez, but I can’t imagine that he’d go out of his way to screw with me. And the idea of interoffice backstabbing just really turns my stomach.


  Aiden promises to think some more about possible replacement architects, then heads off to an afternoon meeting with one of the construction managers for a Stark Real Estate project. I decide that it’s time for another caffeine boost, and head down to the lobby and Java B’s. Since it’s a typically gorgeous Los Angeles day, I take a minute outside, and am sitting by the small reflecting pond sipping my latte when my phone pings, signaling a text from Cass.


  
    Sorry about the shitstorm


    Call if you need me


    {{{{{{{{HUGS}}}}}}}

  


  I stare at the text, completely baffled, but with a very bad feeling growing in the pit of my stomach. And then, since I do need her to tell me what the hell she’s talking about, I hit the button to speed dial her cell phone.


  It rings once, then rolls to voice mail. “Dammit, Cass. What the hell? You said to call. Call me.”


  I end the call, then scowl at the phone, my mind whirling. Did Jackson go to the press with news of his firing? Did he tell them the real reason why?


  Because Damien Stark with a secret half-brother definitely qualifies as TMZ material.


  I stand up and toss my half-finished latte in the trash, then hurry back toward the building, dialing Damien’s office as I do.


  Rachel answers on the first ring. “Mr. Stark’s office.”


  “It’s me,” I say as I enter the lobby. I wave at the security desk as I head for the elevator. “Is he there?”


  “In a meeting,” she says. “Do you need him?”


  The elevator doors open and I step on, then hit the button for thirty-five and the reception area for Stark International. “I just wanted to check on something,” I say, but of course she hears none of that because the elevator is already moving and I lose the signal.


  I tap my foot until the elevator comes to a halt, and then hurry to Rachel’s desk. She doesn’t look the least bit ruffled, and I frown, confused. “Who’s he meeting with?”


  “Preston. Why?”


  I shake my head, but I’m secretly relieved. Preston Rhodes is the head of acquisition for Stark Applied Technology. If there was any sort of a shitstorm surrounding Damien right now, he would have rescheduled.


  But then what the hell is Cass talking about?


  “Syl?” Rachel is peering at me, clearly baffled. “Do you want me to tell Damien you need to see him?”


  “No. It’s okay. I just—” I take a deep breath and start over. “I had a thought about the resort,” I lie. “But I’ll run it past Aiden and we’ll pull Damien in if we hit a snag.”


  She gives me a quick nod, then taps her headset to answer an incoming call. I wave as I head back to the elevator, relieved, but confused.


  As soon as I’m back in the real estate division, I open a web browser so I can see if there’s anything popping on the social media sites. I’m distracted from that task, though, when my phone buzzes on the desk beside me, surprising me and making me jump.


  According to the caller ID, it’s Jamie. I consider letting it roll to voice mail, but I’ve never been good at blowing off my friends. So I answer the call, but start the conversation with, “I’ve only got a second.”


  “You didn’t tell me you were a teen model,” she says without preamble. “That is seriously awesome.”


  I freeze. Literally, I just sit there, unable to move. And I’m cold, so cold I’m trembling. That must be why they say you’re frozen, I think stupidly. And that thought is immediately followed by, You’re in shock. This is shock.


  “You there?” Jamie is as chipper as always. She hasn’t picked up on my distress. Just the opposite. From the trill in her voice, I’m the new celebrity du jour.


  “I’m here.” My voice sounds a million miles away. Surely she will notice. Surely she will ask me what’s wrong.


  “Did you do any acting? Or just the print stuff?”


  I try to make a sound, but don’t quite manage.


  “Syl?” For the first time, Jamie’s voice holds a hint of concern. “You okay?”


  “How did you know I modeled?” Somehow, my voice sounds reasonably normal. But I’m clutching my phone so tight my hand has gone numb.


  “I saw it on the internet. Why? What’s wrong?”


  “Where?”


  “Everywhere,” she says, though now she’s sounding like she’s wishing she hadn’t called. “Syl, what’s up?”


  “Why? Why is anyone talking about what I did when I was a teenager?”


  “Come on, Syl. You’re weirding me out here.”


  “Dammit, Jamie, just tell me.” I spit the words out, then immediately wince.


  “Okay. Sorry.” I hear her draw a breath. “It’s really not that big a deal. And the pictures are great, so it’s not like they’re releasing crappy unairbrushed pics, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


  “Why are they posting pictures of me at all?”


  “The Jackson story, of course. He beat the shit out of Reed, and this is Hollywood so you know they’re going to plow that story to death. Today’s exposé is on you. Because, you know, you have a connection to both of them.”


  I close my eyes as if to block out the truth as she continues.


  “You’re working with Steele on the resort and back in the day, Reed photographed you. Right?”


  “Right.” I’m not sure how I manage to say the word, because I’m pretty sure I’m about to hyperventilate.


  “They’ll be even more on top of you when they realize you guys are dating, but I don’t think the press has clued in to that yet.”


  “Gee. I can hardly wait.” I try to keep my voice light, but I can’t help but fear that if the press realizes I’m starchitect Jackson Steele’s girlfriend, they’ll start digging even deeper. And then they really might manage to unearth my secrets.


  “Listen, don’t worry,” Jamie says. “I get that it’s weird that old pictures have resurfaced, but it’ll blow over. You’re just today’s flavor while they dig around for the real story.”


  “The real story.” My words don’t sound like my own.


  “Yeah, you know. Why Jackson beat up Reed in the first place.”


  The numbness has spread to my entire body. Because the real story is that Jackson beat the shit out of Reed because of what he’d done to me. How he’d molested me when I was a teenager. But that’s not a story I ever want to see go public.


  “Everyone has a theory,” Jamie continues. “Most folks are speculating that it’s about the movie, though no one knows what the big deal is. I mean—”


  She stops talking, as if suddenly realizing something. “Hey, you found him, right? Because you didn’t call back, and so I just assumed that everything was okay.”


  “Yes.” My word is short. Curt. “I have to go,” I add, then hang up before she can respond.


  I close my hands around the edge of the desk and sit very still, willing myself to be calm. To just be calm.


  When I’m pretty sure that I won’t throw up, I stand. I need to get out of here. I need to get home. I can feel the nightmares—the memories—pressing up against me, and I want Jackson. His arms. His strength.


  But he’s miles away in Marina del Rey, and I have to hold it together. Because I will not, will not, will not lose it in the office.


  Slowly, carefully, I make my way toward the elevator. I pass the reception desk for Stark Real Estate Development and give Karen, the receptionist, a wave.


  “Heading out?”


  I only nod; I don’t trust myself to speak.


  I jam my finger hard against the elevator call button, then again and again when the doors do not immediately open. Finally, it arrives, and I step inside. It’s crowded, and I clench my fists at my sides, willing it to go faster, because I can feel both panic and tears rising inside me, and I need to be clear by the time the explosion hits.


  It stops three more times, and each time more people get on than get off. I am trapped behind a wall of bodies and I will not scream, I will not scream, and when the doors finally open to my floor in the parking garage, I push out past the three men who still stand in front of me, broad shoulders and tailored suits blocking me from freedom.


  “Hey!” one calls, but they are not getting out here, and as the doors close on their startled faces, I bend over and press my hands to my knees and breathe and breathe and breathe.


  Okay, I think. You can do this. Car. Home. Jackson.


  Go.


  I have an assigned spot near the elevator vestibule, and I hurry in that direction, thankful that despite my complete and total freak-out I didn’t forget my tote. I shove my hand inside, find my car keys in the small interior pocket, and pound frantically on the button to unlock the door.


  As soon as I’m inside, I yank the door closed and clutch tight to the steering wheel.


  Good. I’m good. I just need to get home.


  But my hand is shaking when I try to put the key in the ignition. I try again, but still I can’t quite make it. I curse and toss my keys across the car, which is stupid, because now they have bounced off the window and fallen between the passenger seat and door. And I’m trapped here, and I’m panicking, because I just need to get home.


  I just need Jackson.


  I fumble in my tote until I find my phone, but there’s no signal down here. And that’s it. The last straw. The end of the line. The final curtain.


  I can’t fight anymore. I can’t hold it in.


  And just as the tears start to flow, I hear the squeal of tires and then the slam of a car door.


  I don’t lift my head. I no longer care who sees me. I just have to let go. I just have to cry. I just have to survive this, even though I’m not at all sure how to do that.


  But then my door is jerked open, and I feel his hand on my arm.


  And he’s pulling me out, and his hands are on my face, and he’s saying to me, “Open your eyes. Dammit, Sylvia, open your eyes.”


  Jackson.


  His eyes are wild. His brow furrowed with concern.


  “You came,” I say stupidly. “You’re here.”


  “Of course I am,” he says, as he pulls me close and holds me tight. “You need me. Where else would I be?”
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  “How did you know?” I am still in shock that he is here. Still so desperately grateful that his arms are tight around me.


  “Cass,” he says. “She saw the pictures, and when she called and you didn’t answer, she called me.”


  “But you were all the way at the Marina.”


  “I was in Beverly Hills,” he says. “I had errands.”


  I start to ask what errands, but it doesn’t matter. I’m just rambling. My head trying to adjust to this new reality. A reality where photos taken of me by Reed are back in circulation. “Have you seen them?” I ask, and Jackson, thankfully, doesn’t ask what I mean.


  “Yes.” He steers me back to my car, but opens the back door. “Come sit with me.”


  I slide into the backseat, and he gets in beside me.


  “They’re not bad. From what I’ve seen¸ they’re ads that were used years ago, then pulled from circulation. Local retail mostly.”


  “I want to see.”


  I remember every ad that was published, and Jackson is right. As far as images go, there is nothing risqué about them. But I know the backstory. To me, each and every one is vile. And just the idea that they are out in the world again is tearing me up inside.


  But that’s not the only reason I want to see the photos. I believe Jackson, of course, and yet I need to see for myself. Because I remember the click click of Reed’s camera. I remember everything he had me wear. Every pose he had me strike. Every button on every piece of clothing.


  I recall with unerring, horrible clarity where he had me put my hands. The way he told me to touch myself.


  I know what other photos he took. Ones that were never intended for retail ads.


  And the thought that those horrific images might now be circulating, too, makes me cold with terror.


  Jackson hands me his phone, his web browser already open to the proper page. I glance at the photos, then sag with relief when I see that, yes, they really are just the ads.


  When I pass the phone back to Jackson, I see that he is watching me intently. “There are others, aren’t there?”


  I nod. “I’ve never seen them,” I admit. “But I know he took them.”


  He closes his eyes, his entire body tense. I understand why—he’s fighting for control the same way that I am.


  The knowledge soothes me, because I know that I’m not alone.


  “I hate it,” I admit. “Not knowing what’s coming next. Even having these bland ads out there bothers me. I mean, I know that the public doesn’t know the backstory, but I still hate it. I don’t like the reminder of what happened to me. I don’t like anything about it at all.”


  I kick off my shoes and put my feet up on the seat so that I can hug my knees. I’m wearing a skirt, but it’s loose, and it drapes over my legs like a blanket.


  I feel foolish, like a little girl needing comfort. Because nothing bad has actually happened today. Everything that is bothering me is in the past or a vague possibility of something that might happen in the future.


  But I am bothered nonetheless.


  Jackson’s arm is already around me, but now he pulls me closer. “Tell me,” he says. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”


  I hesitate, but I comply. “The reality of the moment isn’t terrible at all,” I say. “But look at me. I’m a mess. I mean, how much of a wreck am I going to be if the worst really does happen?”


  “It won’t,” he says.


  I almost laugh. “You’re a lot of things, Jackson Steele, and I know that you’re a man who likes to be in control. But I’m pretty sure this one is out of your hands.”


  For a moment I think he’s going to argue, but instead he just looks at me with eyes filled with pain. “I’m so sorry I brought this on you.”


  “You didn’t. Reed did.”


  “I’ll grant you that,” Jackson says. “But I think the fact that I beat the crap out of him brought it to the press’s more immediate attention.”


  He puts a hand on my knees and eases my legs down, turning me a bit as he does so that I’m sitting sideways in the backseat with my legs over his thighs. I’m not wearing hose, and as he strokes my calf, I close my eyes, enjoying the sensation of his fingers upon my skin.


  “They’re just poking into me, you know,” he says. “They found this connection, and it’s interesting because of the resort. Because we’re working on the resort together, and because you work for Damien. That’s where the photos came from.” His hand stops moving, cupping my leg. “But the truth about what Reed did to you isn’t going to come out. They won’t even get close to it.”


  I nod.


  “Everyone assumes I assaulted Reed because of the movie, and you just watch. That’s where the next round of idiotic tabloid coverage is going to focus. My shit, not yours.” He cups my chin so that he can look me in the eyes; his are warm and tender and concerned. “Okay?”


  “Okay.” I draw in a breath. He still hasn’t told me why he doesn’t want the movie made. All I know is that Reed is producing a feature film that is based on the events surrounding a residential property in Santa Fe that Jackson designed and built. It’s an exceptional house that sealed his reputation as one of the world’s most talented contemporary architects.


  I’d read all about it at the time, both because I was following Jackson’s career, despite the fact that we weren’t together then, and because architecture is a passion of mine. And because I’d followed it, I knew what came after—a murder-suicide that tainted the spectacular property, forever burying the exquisite architecture under a layer of scandal.


  Though I haven’t read the script, I’ve been told that it focuses on the family, but that Jackson plays a role, too, supposedly as the reason the young woman took her own life and that of one of her sisters.


  And though I know that Jackson was long gone by the time the murder took place, I also know that it’s true he doesn’t want the movie made. Not only has he told me so, but I also know that he punched out the screenwriter.


  Reed, however, isn’t the kind to back down. And although the real reason Jackson assaulted him was in retribution over what Reed did to me so many years ago, as far as the public knows, that assault was Jackson’s way to, once again, express his displeasure about the in-development project.


  One day, I want Jackson to tell me the full story behind the house and the secret he is so determined to protect. Right now, though, I’m interested only in my own secret.


  “I know you’ll do whatever you can,” I tell him. “But that doesn’t erase my fear that it’s all going to come out. And I know that’s unreasonable, but I can’t shake it. I feel like I’m losing my grip, and I know that’s ridiculous because it’s those stupid ad photos, and no one even cares about those.”


  “You do.” His voice is gentle, and his hand is stroking my leg again. “And it’s not the pictures that are bothering you. It’s what happened when he took them. It’s how you felt—and now you’re remembering it all over again. It’s about what he stole from you.”


  “Control,” I whisper. “And choice. He took them both away.”


  I’d been so young. And I’d wanted so badly to run. To hide. To shut off my emotions, my feelings. But he’d touched me, and he’d aroused me. He’d made me feel sexual pleasure along with horrible shame. And he’d made me come.


  I’d hated him for that, but I think I hated myself more.


  “Yes,” Jackson says. “He took that from you. Ripped it away. Stole it. Baby, you need to steal it back.”


  I close my eyes. “I don’t know how,” I say, and I hear my voice tremble.


  “Yes, you do.” His words are firm. Commanding. “You steal it back. You take back control, and you give it to me. Not because I’m demanding, but because you’re giving.”


  As he speaks, he continues to stroke my leg. Only now his touches are going higher, skimming under my skirt above my knee. Grazing along my inner thigh.


  The movements are casual, almost innocent. As if he’s not even aware that he is doing it. But I know that he is, of course. Jackson does nothing unintentionally. And right now, he is very slowly and very methodically teasing my senses. Getting me very wet, and very, very turned on.


  “You think you hate not being in control?” he asks, without missing a beat. “Let me prove to you that you like it. Because when you’ve given it away, sweetheart, I know that you do.” His fingers are only inches from my panties, and I am tense with longing.


  “Say it.” Though his voice is soft, his words are firm. Deliberate. And I know that he will not touch me until I concede. Or, rather, until I cede control to him. Until I submit to whatever sweet pleasure he intends for me.


  “Yes.” My word is a whisper, and even as I speak, I shiver in anticipation.


  “Good girl,” he says, and then he very gently strokes the edge of my panties between my thigh and my crotch before cruelly pulling his hand away.


  I actually whimper.


  “Oh, yes,” he says. “You like it.”


  I feel my cheeks heat, but I can hardly deny the truth. Not when my body tingles with anticipation. Not when I know that right now I would do anything he asked of me if the prize was Jackson’s touch.


  “Take off your panties.”


  I lick my lips. “Why?”


  His eyes flick to me. “Because I told you to,” he says, and I immediately melt, my cunt going wet and my nipples straining against my bra. Yes, I think. This is what I need. I want to lose myself. To abandon control. To let him take me as far as I can go, and then safely bring me home again.


  I meet his eyes and nod. And then, because I’m both aroused and inspired, I whisper, “Yes, sir,” and am rewarded with his low, sensual growl of approval.


  “Now,” he says, and I don’t hesitate. I reach under my skirt and wiggle out of my panties, then drop them on the floorboard.


  “Good girl. Now take out my cock.”


  I glance down and see his erection straining against jeans that are so tight now it must be painful.


  “Jackson …”


  “Hesitation?” I hear the tease in his voice. “Sounds to me like the lady wants to be punished.”


  Frankly, the lady might enjoy that. But since the most keen punishment would be to not touch me at all, I shake my head.


  “Then do as I said. Take out my cock, and then fuck me. Slide that sweet cunt onto my cock, and ride me.”


  His raw words are like a sensual tease, and my body clenches in response, so sensitive now that even the brush of clothing over my skin seems like an erotic exploration.


  I want this—oh, dear god, I just want to do as he says, losing myself in the knowledge that surrendering to his demands will make the pleasure that much sweeter.


  But even so, I continue to hesitate. “We’re in the garage.”


  “And no one’s around. And we’re in the backseat of a car with tinted windows.” He lifts a shoulder. “But you’re still in control, baby. You want to stop, we stop. Anytime, no questions asked.”


  My mouth has gone suddenly dry, and I lick my lips.


  “Do you trust me?” he asks, as if in response to my hesitation.


  “You know I do.”


  I can see on his face that my answer pleases him. “Then trust me to take you far and keep you safe.”


  I swallow, but I nod. “I don’t want to stop.”


  The corner of his mouth curves up. But all he says is “Then fuck me.”


  I maneuver my position in the backseat so that I am straddling his legs, most of my weight at his knees. I lean forward and stroke his erection through his jeans, then revel in a surge of feminine satisfaction when he tilts his head back and moans with pleasure.


  I unfasten his jeans. They have a button fly, and I maneuver my fingers over each button slowly and methodically, enjoying this moment of power. He’s wearing boxer briefs, and I reach into the fly and ease him free. And then, because I just can’t resist, I slide off him and onto the floorboards, spreading his knees as I do.


  I glance at his face just once and then bend forward and run my tongue along the length of his cock. He tastes earthy and male, and I’m tempted to suck him off, but I’m selfish, too, and my cunt is throbbing with need, practically begging to be filled.


  I circle his cock with one hand as I tease the crown with my tongue. But I slip the other between my own legs, unsurprised to find that I’m so wet my thighs are creamy.


  “Now,” he demands. “I want to be inside you now.”


  Since I want exactly the same thing, I don’t hesitate. I rise up and straddle him again, this time easing forward so that I am over his hips. I hold his cock steady, my eyes on his as I gyrate my hips, teasing him before lowering myself so hard and so fast that the tip of his cock hits my cervix and I feel the denim of his jeans rub against my ass.


  One of his hands is on my lower back to balance me, but the other is between our bodies, and he’s touching me, stroking and teasing my clit as I hold on to his shoulders and lift and lower myself, the sensation building and building, and all the more exciting because we’re in a car and we’re clothed and there’s something that just feels so wicked about that.


  He leans forward and closes his mouth over my breast, teasing me through the cotton of my shirt and the lace of my bra, and that extra sensation tips the scales. Suddenly, it’s all too much, and everything that has been building inside of me begins to spiral, wild and out of control.


  “Please,” I beg as the climax rises up, ready to sweep me away. “Jackson, please come with me.”


  And then I’m reaching up, my hands pressed against the roof of the car, because the explosion is too strong, and I have to hold on to something to keep from shooting off into space as every atom in my body goes absolutely nuclear.


  “Oh my god,” I murmur when I finally collapse back onto him, my head bent down to tuck against his shoulder. “I’m completely shattered.”


  “Completely?”


  There is humor in his question, and I gather enough strength to pull back so that I can face him. “That’s just a figure of speech.” I lean forward so that my lips brush his ear, and as I do I slip my hand down to where our bodies are still joined and tease the base of his penis with the edge of my finger. “I want more,” I whisper. “Lots more.”


  “Then that works out exceptionally well. Because more is exactly what you’re going to get.”


  He shifts me off him, then nods toward the front seat. “Get your things. We’re taking my car. Except your panties,” he adds. “Leave those here.”


  “Jackson!” My protest, however, is only for form, and I eagerly grab my tote. Then remember that I’d thrown my keys across the car, and they’d disappeared into some crevice or other. It takes a moment to find them, but as soon as I do, I lock my car and join him in the Porsche.


  “I bought you something,” he says as soon as I’m settled in the seat beside him.


  “Really?” The thought of a present makes me glow a bit.


  “I told you I had errands to run today. One of them was for you.” He leans across me to open the glove box, then pulls out a small, pink gift bag. He dangles it from his index finger. “For you,” he says, then grins. “Or, more accurately, for both of us.”


  My brows rise. “Oh, really?” Now I’m even more intrigued, and I peek into the bag, then pull out a white rectangular box that’s about four inches long with the word CRAVE embossed on it. It weighs next to nothing, and when I shake it, it makes no sound.


  “I’m completely clueless,” I admit.


  “There’s no prize for the best guess,” he says. “Go ahead. Open it.”


  Since I love presents, I eagerly comply. The lid lifts off the box, and inside I find a small velvet bag, like the kind that holds jewelry. Sure enough, there is a necklace in the bag, gold with a long, thin pendant that looks a bit like the pen that Joan, the character from Mad Men, wears around her neck.


  “A pen?” I don’t see a nib, though, and I look more closely, figuring there must be a cap that pulls off or unscrews.


  “Not exactly,” Jackson says at the same moment that I discover the tiny button on the side.


  I press it, expecting a retractable ballpoint to appear. Instead, the pendant starts to vibrate.


  Oh. My. God.


  I whip my head around to look at him, not sure if I’m aghast or excited or just completely befuddled.


  “You didn’t—I mean, it’s not—”


  “Oh, yes,” he says. “It is. High end and very classy. But, yes, a sex toy.”


  “Wow.” I cycle through the speeds and vibes, and I have to admit it’s pretty darn cool. And definitely one of the most unique gifts I’ve ever received. “Um, thank you.”


  He laughs. “Don’t sound so unsure. I promise you’ll enjoy it. In fact, I’m thinking we should take it for a test run very, very soon. But until then,” he says, taking it from my hand and looping the long chain over my head, “I want you to wear it. In fact, sweetheart, I want you to wear it all day, every day. For at least one entire week.”


  “I—what?”


  “You heard me.”


  “But—”


  “No buts.” He reaches over and follows the chain down to my cleavage, his fingers stroking my skin. “You can tuck it under your shirt,” he says, “but you will wear it—except when you’re not wearing it at my command. Are we clear?”


  “Yes, sir,” I say. Then I draw in a breath, a little bit nervous, a little bit more aroused. And very, very curious about where this week will lead.


  eleven


  Leather cuffs surround my wrists, my ankles. Each has a small metal loop through which Jackson has threaded nautical rope. My arms are spread wide across the mattress, lashed into place by the rope, which is knotted firmly somewhere near the ground, outside my range of vision.


  My legs are spread wide, too, and bound similarly.


  But for the small vibrator that I still wear on a chain, I am naked. And I am alone.


  We’re on Jackson’s boat in Marina del Rey, the Veronica, a small yacht that serves as both home and office.


  We’d come here straight from the parking garage, and Jackson had wordlessly led me to his bedroom below deck. He’d gestured for me to sit on the edge of the bed while he opened a small trunk that he keeps in the bottom of his closet. I’ve seen it before, though I have never gotten a look at the contents. Only what he’s removed.


  This time, he removed the cuffs and the rope.


  I wanted to slide off the bed and peek over his shoulder. Even more, I wanted to ask with whom he has shared those toys. But I kept quiet; that is a conversation for another time.


  And now I am alone, naked and wanting. “Anticipation,” he’d said. “And imagination. And, yes, something with a little bit of a tease.”


  The tease is the vibrator, which he turned on before brushing a soft kiss over my lips and then pulling back. When he left, I had moaned in protest, but he had only looked back at me from the doorway, his heated gaze sweeping over me and affecting me as potently as a caress.


  He’d put his finger to his lips for silence. And I, who have agreed to submit to his demands, pressed my lips together.


  “Soon,” he said, and then he was gone.


  According to the clock mounted on the opposite wall, it has been thirteen minutes since he left.


  Thirteen minutes I have been alone, aware of the gentle rocking of the boat. Aroused by the sensation of the vibrator buzzing between my breasts.


  At first, the pulses had been localized. A slight tickle over my breastbone that seemed odd, but not uncomfortable. Intriguing, but not arousing.


  But then I closed my eyes and let myself drift, and the sensation began to spread. To my breasts. Down to my belly. To the soft skin between thigh and torso where Cass has inked a red ribbon, a reminder of the mistakes I’ve made.


  In fact, it is almost as if the vibrations are following my ink, following the path of my triumphs and tribulations, only to culminate now between my thighs as I think of where all those trials have led. To Jackson.


  Deep, rhythmic vibrations fill me, along with soft, gentle teases that skitter along the surface of my skin like an electric current connecting each tiny hair along my body.


  The pendant hasn’t moved at all, and yet I feel the sensations racing through me. And they are growing. Building.


  Before he left me, Jackson told me that I’m not allowed to come, and I had scoffed when he’d said so. Come? How could I possibly when I couldn’t move? Couldn’t touch myself? When his erotic toy was between my breasts and not between my legs.


  How wrong I’d been.


  Now, as my body tightens and my arousal grows and my sex feels heavy with need, I can’t help but fear that I will break his rule and explode. Right here, right now, I’ll shoot up into the heavens with nothing but my imagination and these wild, trembling sensations to bolster me.


  Frustrated, I writhe on the bed, but I can only manage the smallest of motions with my hips, and though I want to stroke myself, my hands are a long way from my clit, which is so damn sensitive that even the still air in this small room is tantalizing.


  I glance at the clock. Fourteen minutes now. Just one measly minute has passed since I last glanced that way, and I can’t help but wonder when Jackson will return—and how I will survive until he does.


  I close my eyes and try to focus on something other than my current state of arousal. But that’s really not possible. I’m nothing but sensation now, and even when I try to think about something other than the way I am feeling, all I can do is imagine him. Beside me. Touching me. Teasing me.


  A tremor cuts through me, and I bite my lip. Hard. So much for trying to keep my thoughts under control. Right now, I am incapable of thinking about anything but him.


  And then—as if the universe has decided that I’ve suffered enough—he is there. He stands in the doorway, his hands thrust casually into his pockets. And even from this distance, I can see that he is fully erect, his cock straining to burst out of the tight denim of his jeans.


  I think I whimper. Because oh, dear god, I want him inside me.


  “This is a truly spectacular sight.”


  “Jackson, please.”


  His brows lift, and I can tell that he is enjoying this game. This torment. “Please what?”


  “You know.”


  “Say it.”


  “I want you inside me.”


  “Not like that. Tell me.” He takes a step toward me. “Tell me exactly what you want. Because right now, what I want is to pleasure you. I want to see your skin ripple under my touch. I want to hear your breath stutter as you try to keep control. I want to see your cunt glisten as I make you more and more wet. And I want to watch your breasts pucker and tighten, your nipples as hard as nails and so very ready for my touch.”


  Oh my.


  “But I need you to tell me, baby. How should I touch you to get you there? Tell me what you want. Tell me what turns you on.”


  My cheeks burn, which is ridiculous considering how open I am to him at this moment. But I can’t help it.


  “Tell me,” he says, stepping closer. “Or have none of it.”


  My eyes cut to him. “Cruel, Mr. Steele?”


  “I can be. Or I can be very, very kind.” As he speaks, he moves his fingertip over my body. Literally over it, by about two inches. So that while I can imagine his touch, I do not get to experience it. Even so, it seems to me like he is leaving a trail of heat in his wake.


  All that does, though, is drive home how much I will be missing if he doesn’t touch me for real. And though I am not sure what I intend to say, I start talking. “I—I want your hands on my breasts. Tight on my nipples. And then gentle touches, light and teasing, all the way down my body. And—”


  I stop myself, because he is smiling, and the expression is both aroused and victorious.


  “This is as much for you as for me, isn’t it?”


  His brows lift. “I certainly hope so.”


  “I mean—” I cut myself off. “I mean that everything that happened today. With me. With me freaking out and you, well, having me surrender control and—” I draw a breath. “It’s just that you hate it, too, don’t you?”


  “Hate it? Hate what?”


  “Not this,” I say quickly. “Not us. The situation. The not knowing. And the fear that they might find out that your run-in with Reed wasn’t about the movie at all, but about me. And the fear that you can’t protect me.”


  His posture has stiffened as I’ve spoken. And now he says only one word. He says, “Yes.”


  I nod, because that is what I expected he would say. So I continue. “You were right about me, you know. I do like to submit so long as I’ve willingly relinquished control.”


  “I know,” he says. “I can tell.”


  Since I’m certain that he can, I don’t argue.


  “But what about you? I want to be there for you when you need to keep control. Like the other night, with the fighting. But what about now? Is it as satisfying for you to take control when I’m already giving it?”


  He looks at me for a long moment, his eyes traveling up and down my body. “Sweetheart, nothing could be more satisfying than you giving yourself to me.”


  It’s the perfect answer, even better because I can see the truth in his eyes.


  After a moment, though, his smile turns wicked. “It occurs to me, though, that you’ve changed the subject. I believe you were telling me how you want me to touch you.”


  “Oh. Right.”


  “I suggest you continue.”


  “Or?” I ask, feeling playful.


  He crosses his arms and looks stern.


  “Or what?” I press. “Or you’ll spank me?”


  “Careful, Ms. Brooks. You’re walking a line.”


  “Am I? After all, I already told you I wanted more. In fact, I believe that more is just what you promised me.”


  “Definitely naughty,” he says, making my smile grow even wider.


  “You want details, Jackson? You sure you want to know what I really want?”


  “Very much.”


  I meet his eyes. “All right. I want it rough.” It’s not until I say the words that I realize how very true they are. “I want it wild. I want you to fuck me hard. And I want to forget everything that’s going on out there. I want to be lost in you, Jackson. Lost in us.”


  He remains perfectly still, only the tightening of his jaw revealing that my words have affected him.


  “Those are dangerous things for a woman to say when she’s all tied up.”


  “Maybe I like danger.”


  I watch as the storm builds in his eyes. “Do you?”


  Gently, he presses a fingertip to my lips. Then he starts to trail it lightly down my chin, my neck. “Oh, baby. What you do to me. I want to give you everything you want. See pleasure bloom in your eyes.” The finger dips lower, and he takes one nipple between two fingers, then rolls it, tightening his grip as he does.


  I bite my lower lip as the pressure increases, tighter and tighter, bringing more and more pleasure-like pain to the surface, until I feel it not just in my breast, but in my clit as well.


  “I want to take you to the edge and bring you back in my arms. And then I want to hold you close, calm you down, and take you right back out again.”


  He releases my nipple, and I gasp, unprepared for the amazing sensation that accompanies the return of blood flow.


  “Is that a promise?” I have to concentrate to force out my whispered question.


  “Sweetheart, it’s a bond.”


  He makes a crooking motion with his finger and tells me to lift my head. I do, and he removes the vibrator from around my neck.


  “Jackson …”


  I’m not sure why I’ve said his name. A warning not to go too far? A plea that he take me as far as I can go, and then some?


  It doesn’t matter. Because Jackson will do what he wants. And in doing it, I know that he will do what I need.


  He presses the tiny button to rotate through the settings. And though the vibrator is very small and very quiet, I hear the whisper-soft hum of the pulses, then the increase in frequency as he sets it at maximum.


  He slants a look at my face, and then he very slowly trails the tip of the pendant over the swell of my breast. The sensation is delicious, and I close my eyes, giving myself permission to simply float as he ministers to me.


  The touch cuts through me, rousing me, but it is also relaxing, and I drift a bit, letting myself simply feel.


  And then he ramps it up.


  He moves the pendant in a spiral, as if drawing a series of decreasing circles on my breast. Getting closer and closer to my nipple, until finally the pendant edges up against my now-tight areola.


  I am no longer drifting. Now I am on the verge of begging. Because the sensation has started to grow, and I am not sure that I can keep it all inside, and I am moving back and forth as much as I can with my arms and legs bound, as if by writhing and swaying I can somehow regain control over the riot of sensations inside me.


  Of course I cannot. I have ceded that control, after all. I am in Jackson’s hands, and he is relentless, and I am wondering now about the wisdom of telling him to take me far. To take me hard.


  Because so far, I am barely managing even this relatively mild touch. How will I survive a full-blown onslaught of sensuality?


  He lifts the pendant now and then touches the tip ever so softly to my nipple, which is already so sensitive and tight that even this butterfly-kiss contact rockets to my cunt and—oh, dear god—I feel the tremors of a building orgasm rise through me, set off by nothing more than Jackson’s teasing of my breasts.


  “Oh, yes,” he says, then very gently strokes his fingers over my sex. “I think someone likes this.”


  I say nothing. But I do whimper a bit.


  I hear him chuckle, and then he moves on, teasing my other breast similarly before easing the vibrator down my belly. I arch up, wanting both to escape the relentless sensation and to silently beg for it to continue.


  When he reaches my pubis, he pauses, then lifts his head to look at me. It’s a challenge, I think, and I stay silent. Neither protesting nor begging, despite wanting to do both.


  His small, smug grin suggests he knows exactly what I am thinking. My pubic hair is waxed into a thin landing strip, and he teases me by tracing the edge before finally trailing the tip of the vibrator around my clit. Close, but not on the most sensitive part.


  I writhe, testing my bonds, needing to escape or control this growing, wild sensation. But I am bound and there is no escape. There is only submission. And excitement. And pleasure so keen it is disguised as pain.


  “Please.” It is the only word that means anything. “Please.”


  But he doesn’t listen. He torments me for another minute, an hour, a year. Until finally—finally—he brushes the tip of the vibrator over the sensitive tip of my clit and I explode as a knife edge of pleasure slices through me, cutting me to ribbons and then sending those shards up into the sky, higher and higher until I finally, blissfully, fall back to earth, my body still tingling. Still hyperaware.


  “Oh, god, oh, Jackson.”


  I am still trapped, and I struggle against the bonds, wanting to touch him, but he is having none of that.


  He strips quickly, and he’s so hard that I think his erection must be painful. “Hard, you said? You want to be fucked hard?”


  “Yes.” I buck my hips. “God yes, please.”


  He doesn’t disappoint. He slams into me, and I am so wet and aroused that he enters me fully in one deep, amazing thrust. Over and over, his body pounds into mine, and the friction on my still sensitive clit sends me spiraling up over and over—one, two, twelve, a million—I have no idea how many times I come, but I seem to be nothing more than an explosion of light and sparks. No longer myself, but simply pure pleasure.


  And when I finally do drift back to earth—when he unties me and pulls me close—I realize that he did exactly what he promised. He took me somewhere I have never been. And in doing it, gave me the most profound sexual experience of my life.


  “That was wonderful,” I say, though the word sounds weak. “Profound. Life-changing. A religious experience.”


  He laughs. “That is very good to know.” The vibrator necklace is on the mattress beside us and now he picks it up and puts it back over my head. “And I have to say, I very much like you wearing this.”


  I raise a brow as I trail my finger over the delicate chain and down to the pendant. “Like a slave collar.”


  His eyes widen just a bit. “And what would you know about that?”


  “I read. I watch movies. I surf the internet.”


  “Do you?”


  “And what do you know?” I counter, thinking about his trunk, the contents of which I still haven’t inspected. But leather cuffs are rather telling, as far as I’m concerned. And, yes, I am intrigued.


  “I think there are some very interesting things that can be adopted from the BDSM repertoire,” he says as his finger strokes my collarbone, then my breasts. He flicks his thumb over my nipple, and I can almost see him thinking about the possibilities.


  After a moment, he looks up at me again. “As for the collar, that’s a symbol of ownership. Do I need to mark you as mine?”


  I lean forward to kiss him. “You already have.”


  His expression hardens. “Your tattoo. On your back.”


  I cringe and shake my head. “No. God, no.” My words are vehement, and he relaxes. “I was lost when I had Cass do that tat. It was a way to keep you without keeping you. And that wouldn’t satisfy me now. Not even close.


  “No,” I continue, taking his hand and pressing it to my chest. “You’ve marked me here. You’ve marked my heart, Jackson. And we both know that I belong to you.”


  He is not beside me when I wake in the middle of the night, and though I try to drift back to sleep, I can’t seem to manage it without Jackson beside me.


  I find his T-shirt on the floor and put it on, wanting the scent of him more than I want the warmth of a robe. Of course, as I climb topside, I begin to regret that. California is mild, but in October by the ocean, there is a definite chill.


  Fortunately, he is not outside, so I am not too cold when I find him in his office, which is made from the converted entertainment and living area on this exceptional floating home.


  He is sitting at his desk, facing the blackness of the ocean and a few sparkling lights from Catalina Island in the distance. He is flipping through a folder, and from where I stand at the top of the stairs, I can see that the documents inside are photographs and sketches.


  “Fucking ridiculous,” he mutters, and I take a step toward him, curious.


  “Jackson?”


  He looks up, and I’m grateful that he looks happy to see me and not irritated that I’m intruding. “Hey. Couldn’t sleep?”


  “Not without you beside me.”


  He holds out his hand for me, his smile tender. “Then I apologize for leaving. Come here.”


  I do, and he slides his arm around my waist as I look down at the documents he’s studying. They are his sketches. And I can see that his reaction is identical to mine—no matter who follows him, the resort will suffer for it.


  “It’s not going to be as good,” he says, though I’m not sure if he’s talking to himself, to me, or to the universe at large.


  I sigh. “No, it’s not.” I lick my lips, and then voice the thing that has been troubling me. “I’m sorry.”


  “We’ve had this discussion. Stark is the asshole who fired me. You were just the messenger.”


  “Not for that. For staying.”


  “What?” He looks genuinely baffled.


  “I could have walked out, too. I probably should have.”


  “No.” He shakes his head vehemently. “Good god, Sylvia, did you think that I would want you to?”


  “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “Didn’t you?”


  “This is your project. Your concept. Your baby. Of course I don’t want you to toss it away for me. I’m the best—I’m not going to argue that point—but no matter who you end up with, it will still be an excellent resort, and you are the reason why.” He pulls me close and kisses my forehead. “I would never ask you to walk away from something you love, and you shouldn’t ever do that. Not without a reason that makes sense. And misplaced loyalty isn’t a good reason.”


  “My loyalty isn’t misplaced,” I say.


  “No, you’re right. But the urge to quit because of me is.”


  I think about it. “Maybe,” I say. I’m honestly not sure. But I do know that I am relieved that he isn’t angry that I stayed. And, more than that, that he doesn’t even want me to go.


  “So who will you pick to fill my very large shoes?”


  “Damien wants Glau back on the project. Did I tell you he was less than enthusiastic about Tibet?”


  “Good god.”


  “I know.” I drag my fingers through my hair. “Even if you’re gone—which sucks—but even if you are, surely I can find someone better than him. Someone with more enthusiasm, at least. I mean, Glau actually walked off. I don’t want him back.”


  “Say so. It’s your project, after all.”


  I consider that. And he’s right. “It is my project,” I say firmly. “And if Damien can veto you, then I can veto Glau.”


  Jackson grins at me. “That’s my girl. Can you hold on to that attitude in the face of my brother?”


  I make a face. “I guess we’ll see.”


  “Well, good for you.” He puts his hand over mine. “Apparently I’m just going to sit back and say fuck it.” He pushes away from the table and rises from his stool. “Dammit, that’s just not me. I don’t take shit lying down. I never have.”


  “Then why now?”


  “Because apparently I’m one of Pavlov’s fucking dogs.”


  I have no idea what he’s talking about and say so.


  “All my life, moving to the whim of Damien. He said jump, and my family asked how high.” He makes a derisive noise in his throat. “Bastard has his finger on the control button and he is constantly pressing.”


  “So take it back. Take control back from him. You’re good at that.”


  He’s been facing opposite me, but now he turns, and I can see that he’s considering something. “You’re right,” he says as his expression clears and a wide grin spreads across his face. “I absolutely am.”


  He pulls me to a kiss. “Come on. It’s late, and you have work tomorrow.”


  “I do,” I say. I gently trace my finger over his fading bruises. He’s shirtless, wearing only sweatpants that are loosely tied at his waist. “How are they?”


  “Better.”


  I press my palm against the largest one and feel his muscles quiver under my touch. I bite back a satisfied smile, delighted to see such tangible evidence that he desires me as much as I do him. “I hope so. They still look painful.”


  “Better now with you,” he amends.


  I slowly slide down to my knees, my fingers plucking at the drawstring of his sweats as I descend.


  “Something on your mind, Ms. Brooks?” He sounds both amused and aroused. And his erection—now growing beneath the thin material—is certainly proof of the latter.


  “I believe we discussed playing doctor?”


  “Did we?”


  “Mmm-hmm.” I tug loose the drawstring, and then let the sweats fall off him, though I do have to rearrange the material a bit to free his growing erection.


  His sweats pool around his ankles, and as they do I lean forward and lick the tip of his cock.


  “Oh, dear god,” he says, and twines his fingers in my hair. “What the hell are you doing?”


  I laugh. “Sweetheart, if you don’t know—” And then, because I’m inspired, I grin up at him. “I’m taking your temperature,” I say, and then take him into my mouth as deep as I can.


  He tastes wonderful. So male. So Jackson.


  And as I stroke and lick and tease, his cock tightens, and he groans in a way that makes me go completely wet. And though I don’t want to stop—though I am loving this jolt of feminine power—right at this moment, I desperately want him inside me.


  As if he can read my mind, he slowly pulls back, freeing his cock and then easing me up.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Not a thing,” he says as he scoops me up and cradles me next to his bare chest. “Except that I think I might just die if I can’t lay you out on the bed and have my way with you right now.”


  “Oh.” A wonderfully sensual tremor rolls through me. “Well, in that case, who am I to stop a man with a plan?”
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  “I have to be honest, Damien. I’m not thrilled with any of them. But I’m definitely vetoing Glau.”


  “Are you?” He lifts a single brow, obviously amused.


  We’re in the sitting area of his office, with me on the small sofa and Damien in a chair across a low coffee table from me. I’ve put together files of every possible architect for the Cortez project, and I’m holding them in my lap, ready to run through each candidate’s pros and cons. Now I lean forward and put the stack on the table, then sit back and cross my legs, hoping I look more confident and in control than I feel.


  “Yes, Mr. Stark,” I say firmly. “I am.”


  “Mr. Stark,” he repeats. He stands up and moves to the bar across the room. “I was wondering how pissed off you were. I guess now I know.”


  I don’t try to deny it. I routinely call him Mr. Stark when I’m working his desk or when we’re with other people. But I’ve gotten so close to Nikki that formality feels awkward when I’m not in the role of his assistant. So yes, the fact that I called him Mr. Stark just now is my passive-aggressive way of telling him that as far as I’m concerned he’s making a huge mistake by cutting Jackson from the project.


  He pours himself a shot of scotch, neat. “Care for one?”


  I glance at my watch. It’s a quarter to five, and I figure that’s good enough. “Hell, yes.”


  He chuckles, then returns with a glass for each of us. “I take it we’re not drinking to Martin Glau?”


  “I mean it, Damien. I’ve spent days staring at his concept sketches and they’re just not up to snuff. You vetoed my choice without asking for my input despite the fact that I’m the project manager—”


  “I just thought what with me owning the company and all …”


  “No,” I say, the words spilling out before I can censor myself. “That’s not what you were thinking and we both know it. Shit.” I lift the glass and take a long drink. “Sorry. Apparently I’m in the mood today to commit career suicide. All I’m saying is that you don’t want Jackson and I don’t want Glau. So there you go.”


  I take another sip of the drink and try to look as calm and composed as possible despite the fact that inside my head I am running a steady stream of fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.


  For a moment, Damien says nothing, and I wonder who in town might be hiring and whether or not Aiden will write me a good letter of recommendation. Over the years I’ve learned to read Damien pretty well. Right now, I don’t have a clue what he’s thinking.


  And that’s really not a good sign.


  “Listen, I’m sorry. This whole thing is a sore spot and I know that, and I shouldn’t have said anything.” I stand and start to gather the files. “I’ll ask Rachel to squeeze me onto your calendar tomorrow. Or I can come by the house over the weekend. I just think that now’s not the right time and—”


  “Sit.”


  I hesitate, then comply. But I keep the files in my lap in case a quick escape is called for.


  “So if Glau is out, who does that leave us with?”


  I tilt my head a bit. “Really?”


  “You say he’s not up to snuff, then I believe you. So who should we consider?”


  I’m tempted to tell him that no one even comes close to Jackson, but I don’t want to upset this shaky detente. “Phillip Traynor’s work is quite interesting.” I open the top folder and pull out a photograph of a hotel in Prague that put Traynor on the map three years ago.


  I’ve loved and studied architecture my whole life, and next to Jackson, I think Traynor is one of the most talented architects working today. Even so, as far as I’m concerned, he’s sloppy seconds.


  Still, I’m in cooperation-mode, and so I pass the picture and the folder to Damien, who studies my notes as I continue speaking. “He’s done a number of hotels, so he understands the travel and entertainment aspects. But he’s never worked on an all-out resort, so I think the project would intrigue him.”


  “Looks promising. What’s the downside?”


  “He has a reputation for being difficult,” I admit. “But despite that he’s very in demand. Which raises the second mark against him—his schedule is incredibly tight. I talked to his people, and he’s finishing up a project right now, but he was planning on taking three months off. If we bring him in, he’s going to up his fee to cover the inconvenience of canceling his R&R.”


  Damien nods, taking it all in. “Who else?”


  I open the next folder. “Allison Monro.”


  “She did the Petri Museum in Seattle. I’ve met her.”


  “She’s also done some really interesting residential work that I think might translate to the island bungalows.” I’m passing a photograph of one of Monro’s houses to Damien when his intercom buzzes.


  “I know you said no interruptions,” Rachel says, “but Mr. Steele is here. And since you’re already meeting with Ms. Brooks, I thought I should let you know that he’d like a moment of your time.”


  I realize that I have frozen in place, my arm outstretched, my body tense. I’ve been that way since Rachel said his name.


  Damien looks at me, then takes the photograph, and the movement seems to break the spell. I sit back, hoping desperately that Damien cannot tell how violently my heart now beats against my rib cage.


  “All right,” Damien says as he puts the Monro photograph on the coffee table, right on top of the Phillip Traynor file. “Send him in.”


  A moment passes, then another. Then the door opens and Jackson strides in.


  That morning, he’d told me that he intended to spend the day on his boat, working out of his office there on some minor projects that his New York staff is handling. So when Rachel announced him, I expected to see him in casual attire. Not swim trunks, but nothing more tailored than nice jeans and a starched button-down. Probably even with canvas shoes and windswept hair.


  But that is not the man who enters.


  Jackson strides into Damien’s office as if he owns it, and he’s certainly dressed for the role. He wears a charcoal gray Armani suit with a crisp white shirt and an arctic blue tie that almost perfectly matches the color of his eyes. It’s the uniform of a corporate warrior, and Jackson has come to do battle.


  He moves toward us without hesitating, apparently unperturbed that Damien has not risen in greeting. He stops at the edge of the oriental rug that defines this area of Damien’s huge office, then inclines his head. “Stark,” he says, then turns to me without waiting for a reply. He takes two steps toward me, then takes my hand and very gently kisses my fingertips. “Sylvia. I’m very glad you’re here.”


  His eyes linger on mine for a moment, but though I search his face for a hint of what is to come, I see nothing. He is cool and confident and holding his cards very, very close to the vest.


  Damien indicates an empty chair. “Please. Have a seat.”


  “I prefer to stand.”


  “Suit yourself.” He leans back in his own chair, his control just as intact, his expression just as unreadable. And in that moment, it finally strikes me that, yes, these two men really are brothers. “What can I do for you, Steele?”


  “You can let me back on the resort.”


  Damien steeples his fingers beneath his chin. “And why would I do that?”


  “Because you made a mistake when you fired me.”


  “Did I? Or are you just hoping to coast on a misplaced belief that I’m going to be swayed by familial loyalty?”


  “Not hardly,” Jackson says, taking a step forward. “As far as my work is concerned, family doesn’t mean shit. I’m here because I’m the best. You came to me because I’m the best. You wanted me on this project because of my vision and my talent, and yet you tossed me off for reasons that have nothing to do with my work. Honestly, Stark. You surprise me.”


  “And yet you were the one who raised the issue of family. And not when you were brought on board—when it would have made rational sense to mention it. No, you waited, timing the revelation to suit your own purpose.”


  “No purpose,” Jackson says. “No agenda. I told Sylvia because I didn’t want that secret between the two of us, but I’ve told nobody else, and I don’t intend to. And I told you because I couldn’t in good conscience expect her to keep that large a secret from the man who employs her. That was my purpose, Stark. Not because I want to start exchanging Christmas cards, and certainly not because I want any special consideration on this project or any other. My work stands on its own, or it doesn’t stand at all.”


  For a moment Damien says nothing, but I think it is respect that I see on his face. Then he nods—just one simple incline of his head. “Go on.”


  “This is a unique, innovative project. I’ll admit I didn’t want to be a part of it at first, but I’m invested now. I lost out on the deal in Atlanta because of you, Stark. I’m not losing Cortez, too. Not without a fight.”


  I press my lips tight together. I know that Jackson blames Damien for the Brighton Consortium deal in Atlanta falling apart because Damien swept in and bought up key parcels of land. But Damien has told me that Jackson doesn’t have all the information, and that the deal was badly run. According to Damien, if he hadn’t stepped in, then Jackson and everyone else involved, including my old boss Reggie Gale, would have found themselves embroiled in a huge mess.


  I’m not entirely sure what “a huge mess” means, but my fear is that there was some sort of criminal real estate scheme going on, and I intend to ask Reggie the next time we meet for lunch. But I’ve told none of this to Jackson. I didn’t see the point until I knew what to tell him. Now, of course, I’m wishing I’d said something. And, honestly, I expect Damien to clear the air.


  Damien, however, says nothing, and during his silence, Jackson glances at me. His gaze lingers for less than a second, and yet even in that brief span of time I see the heat on his face. The need in his eyes.


  “I walked away once before from something that was important to me.” He doesn’t look at me again, and yet I know without the slightest doubt that he is talking about me. “That was a mistake. I should have stayed. I should have fought.” He cocks his head. “I’ve learned my lesson, Stark. You want me gone, I’ll go. But I’m not leaving until I’ve done my damnedest to convince you to let me stay.”


  I realize I am holding my breath, and I try to fill my lungs without gasping. So far I’ve managed to fade into the seat cushion, but now Damien turns to face me, his expression entirely unreadable. I expect him to ask me to leave. Instead, he levers himself out of his chair and crosses to his window. He stands there for a moment, looking out at the world like a monarch surveying his kingdom.


  I want to look at Jackson, but I also don’t want to move. Right now, I am cautiously optimistic, and I’m afraid that even breathing wrong will shift the balance. It’s not a risk I’m willing to take. And so I stay as I am, looking forward, several files still clutched in my lap.


  After what feels like hours but is in fact less than a minute, Damien returns. He takes the Traynor and Monro materials from the coffee table, then hands them to Jackson. “We’ve identified possible replacements. All exceptional architects. All without baggage.”


  “No one is without baggage,” Jackson says, and I am relieved to see the corner of Damien’s mouth twitch just slightly.


  “I’ll concede that point to you, Steele,” Damien says. “But I still want an answer. Why you and not them?”


  “I’m better.” Jackson is looking directly at Damien, and his gaze never wavers.


  “You’re very confident.”


  “I am,” Jackson agrees. “I’m also very capable.”


  Once again, Damien looks at me. “Ms. Brooks seems to think you’re the choice for the job, too.”


  “She’s a very smart woman.”


  “Yes,” Damien agrees. “She is.”


  He goes to the bar, and returns with a single glass of scotch. He hands it to Jackson, then takes his own from the coffee table and raises it in a toast. “All right, Steele,” he says. “You’re in. Don’t make me regret it.”


  Damien keeps me in his office after Jackson departs. We discuss resort management and the need to start recruiting and training top-level staff. We bounce ideas about advertising and promotion. We talk about recreation and whether we should keep dive instructors and a tennis pro on the full-time staff.


  All stuff that has to be addressed, of course, but none of it is time sensitive, and I honestly can’t decide if he’s keeping me in his office out of spite or in order to maintain a sense of normalcy.


  Or, possibly, he simply wants to clear stuff off his to-do list.


  “All right,” he says after the longest forty-five minutes of my life. “I guess that’s it for the day. Who’s on my desk tomorrow?”


  “Rachel.” I stand and gather my things. “But I’ll be covering it on Monday.”


  “Good.” He meets my eyes. “She’s doing a fine job, Syl, but she’s not you. Then again, I suppose I’ll have to get used to that. I imagine I’ll be losing you to twenty-seven soon enough.”


  “Will you?” I can’t keep the spark of interest out of my voice.


  He leans casually against his desk. “I’ll be honest. I wouldn’t have given you the project manager position if I didn’t believe that you could handle it. But handling and excelling aren’t the same thing.”


  “Oh.” I start to say thank you, but hold my tongue. Just to make certain I know where he’s going with this.


  “If you want to excel at something, you can’t let anything or anyone stand in your way.” He nods toward the files I now hold in my hands. “You stood up for what you wanted today. That showed balls.”


  “With all due respect, if you’d wanted to block me, there’s not a lot I could have done about it.” I glance at him and smile wryly. “What with you owning the company and all.”


  “Touché, Ms. Brooks. I’ll rephrase. You endeavored not to let anyone stand in your way.”


  I cock my head, thinking about that. “Is that why you let Jackson back on? Because he did the same thing?”


  “That’s part of it.” The admission surprises me.


  “And the rest?”


  “Because he’s the best damn architect working.” He takes one more sip of his scotch. “I guess talent runs in the family,” he adds, and I bark out a laugh.


  I swallow the sound soon enough. “Are you going to go public? You having a half-brother, I mean?”


  He says nothing for a moment, and I wish I could take back the question. Then he sighs and swallows the whiskey that’s left in the glass. “Honestly? I don’t see that I have a choice. But I’d appreciate you asking Jackson to keep it quiet for the time being. I’d like to have some input from the PR team. For that matter, I’d like to get Evelyn’s advice.”


  That makes sense. Evelyn Dodge, Damien’s friend and former agent, has been around Hollywood forever. And nobody knows how to spin a story better than Evelyn.


  “Anything else you need me for?” I ask.


  “No. I think that’s all for now.”


  “Okay. Then I’ll see you tomorrow.” I head toward the door.


  “Actually, there is one more thing.”


  I pause and look back over my shoulder.


  “You should give Nikki a call. I know she’s been wanting to reschedule your photography date. Maybe you two could find a time for that lesson with Wyatt.”


  I nod. “Sounds good.” And then, because I understand that this isn’t about business anymore, but about friendship, I add, “Thanks.”


  As soon as the door shuts behind me, Rachel squeals and runs around the desk. “Jackson told me. That’s so great.”


  “I know,” I say, succumbing to her hug. “Speaking of the men in our lives, what’s going on with you and Trent?”


  She presses her lips together, then hurries back behind the desk to catch a call. “A lady never kisses and tells,” she quips, then hits the button on her headset. “Mr. Stark’s office,” she says as she winks at me.


  I laugh, but I don’t stay. I know Rachel won’t hold it against me; I want to go see Jackson.


  Since I have energy to burn, I take the stairs, stopping at my cubicle on twenty-seven to grab up my notes. Then I hurry down the last flight, my heels clattering on the concrete stairs, and slam, breathless, through the stairwell door.


  I lean against the wall as I catch my breath. The stairs exit only a few yards from Jackson’s office area, and I have an excellent view of him through the glass walls. He’s sitting on a stool in front of the very same drafting table on which he’d fucked me so thoroughly. And though his head is bent, I can see enough of his face to catch his expression and it is both intent and rapturous.


  He’s in his element, and that simple realization makes me so giddy that I have half a mind to race back upstairs and wrap Damien in a hug.


  I manage to restrain myself. Instead, I take a single step toward Jackson.


  Despite his intense concentration, the moment I move, he inclines his head, as if sensing my presence. He doesn’t look up, though, and so I continue on.


  “I’m back,” he says as I reach his doorway, still without looking in my direction.


  My smile blooms wide. “Yes, you are.”


  He pushes away from the desk, the stool rolling easily on the concrete floor. As he does, I rush to him, practically flying into his open arms. I drop my notes on his desk then straddle him, and he spins us in the chair. When it stops, my back is pressed against the table, and I’m more than a little light-headed. But whether that’s from dizziness or from being in Jackson’s arms, I don’t know.


  “You’re back.” My whisper echoes his earlier words, and I press my hand gently to his crotch. “And I know just what you want to do now.”


  His brow lifts. “Is that so?”


  “Mm-hmm.” I bend forward so that my lips brush his ear as I murmur, very low and very seductively, “You want to work.”


  My other hand is on his back for balance, and the vibrations from his laughter roll through me. “Sweetheart, you do know how to turn a man on.”


  “You don’t know the half of it. Did you see the folder I tossed on your desk?” I lean back so that I can see him, then thrust out my tits and slowly bite my lower lip in my best imitation of an X-rated movie star. “Building notes and specs,” I say huskily. “It’s like porn for architects.”


  His expression doesn’t change, but I see the mirth in his eyes.


  I reach back and grab the folder, then wave it slowly through the air. “Come on, baby. You know you want it.”


  “Oh, I want it all right.” With one quick gesture, he wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me close, leaving me gasping. “But forget the porn,” he says. “What I want is you. This project. This moment. And thank god I’ve got everything I want right here in front of me.”


  My heart flutters in my chest. “Me, too,” I say as he pulls me down for a long, slow kiss. And though I mean the words with all my heart, I can’t help but fear what tomorrow might bring.


  That’s okay, though. Because he’s right; this moment is perfect.


  And right now, that is enough.
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  I’m kicked back in Jackson’s Porsche, eyes closed, jamming to the latest release from Dominion Gate, a Finnish heavy metal band that Jackson says he wants to hear live when they tour in a couple of weeks. They’re not bad, especially when they’re turned up so loud that you’re forced to move with the music because it’s reached inside your body and grabbed hold of all your major organs.


  When my phone rings, I don’t actually hear it—because how could I?—and it’s a wonder I even feel it vibrate, considering the way the car is shaking from the bass. But I’d taken it out to check the wiki on the band, and I’ve been holding it in my lap, and when my palm vibrates more than the rest of me, I realize that I’ve got a call.


  I glance at the phone, see that it’s Cass, and gesture for Jackson to dial back the music.


  He does, but he punctuates the action with a grin and a mouthed wimp.


  I roll my eyes and hit the speaker.


  “Fucking awesome,” she says, skipping preliminaries like “hello” or “how’s it going?”


  “I’ll assume that means you got my message?” I’d texted her before we left the office about Jackson’s glorious reinstatement.


  “Not only did I get it, I have performed a ritual sacrifice to the gods.”


  “How very energetic of you.”


  “Naturally, the gods have showered their wisdom upon us and revealed their grand celebratory plan to me.”


  “Um.”


  I catch Jackson’s eye. I can’t tell if he’s amused or if he fears that my best friend is a crazy person. “I’m not entirely sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing,” I admit.


  I can practically hear her rolling her eyes. “Where are you?”


  I’ve been so overwhelmed by the decibel level inside the car that I hadn’t been paying attention to our surroundings. I glance outside. “We’re on the 10. Not to the 405 yet. Why?”


  “Because we’re going to celebrate. Or haven’t you been listening?”


  I laugh. “We’re going home. Tomorrow’s a full work day. Plus, I’m starving.”


  “That is such bullshit,” she says. “You can have sex anytime. Westerfield’s in thirty. No excuses.”


  Now I’m having no trouble reading Jackson. Definitely amused. But as for whether he wants to go get sweaty on a dance floor, I can’t say. And since he’s keeping his eyes on the road, he’s not really helping.


  “Cass. Seriously, I don’t know.”


  “Bullshit. You’re coming. There’s a limited window of opportunity for celebrating something like this. I mean, unless Damien kicks him off again, how many times do we get to have a reinstatement party?”


  “She has a point,” Jackson says.


  “See?” Cass says. “Am I on speaker?”


  “No. You’re just loud.”


  “Double bullshit. At any rate, Zee even said she was coming.”


  “Really?” Despite having met Cass at a party, Zee never seems to want to go out. So I know this is kind of huge.


  “Really,” Cass confirms. “So you have to come. It’s like a rule or something.”


  I glance at Jackson, who lifts a shoulder. “If it’s a rule …”


  I shake my head, because I can’t argue with both of them. “Can we at least run home and change?”


  “Are you wearing clothes?”


  “Shockingly, I did go to work dressed today.”


  “Then no. What you’re wearing will do.”


  “Cassidy!”


  “I’m serious! We haven’t gone out dancing together in forever, and I am not running the risk that you’ll back out. Which is why I’m hanging up now, and warning you not to be late. I don’t want to have to stand in line, and you know they won’t let me skip to the front of the line without you.”


  She hangs up without waiting for me to respond, and I know her well enough not to be surprised.


  “Apparently we’re going to Westerfield’s,” I say to Jackson.


  “If the celebration gods have ordained it, I don’t know how we can avoid it.”


  “True.”


  “You can bump her to the front of the line?” He exits the freeway and heads toward West Hollywood. “I didn’t realize you were such a party girl.”


  “Not anymore,” I say. More accurately, not ever. Party girls flitter and bounce, flirting and dancing with a number of guys before letting the evening take them wherever it leads.


  But that was never me. I never flittered or bounced. On the contrary, I approached clubbing like a goddamn military maneuver. Get in, get the guy, get off, go home. No attachments, and no surrendering the power.


  At least not until I met Jackson.


  He’s the only man to whom I’ve ever willingly given up control. The only man with whom I’ve wanted to surrender. And though that revelation had terrified me at first, now I hold it tight around me, and it is as comforting as a warm blanket. Because he knows me. He understands me. And I do not doubt that he will protect me.


  He glides to a stop at a red light and turns his full attention on me. “Not anymore?” he repeats, his voice low and even.


  “Don’t worry. Westerfield’s was never like Avalon for me,” I say, referring to the techno-centric dance club where I trolled for men before Jackson claimed me. “You know I don’t need that anymore.”


  His right hand has been resting on the gearshift, but now he lifts it off and takes mine, twining our fingers. “I know.” His words are soft, but firm, and I know they’re true. He understands what I used to need.


  More important, he understands why I don’t need it anymore. “I love you,” I say, my chest feeling full with the words.


  I see the emotion in his face—a softness in his eyes coupled by an even deeper heat. He has not yet said these words back to me, and though my chest tightens a bit as the seconds go by—as he lifts our hands and kisses my fingers—I do not doubt that he feels them.


  But, dammit, I still want to hear them.


  “Jackson—” I cut myself off.


  “What?”


  “I can get into the club because it’s a Stark property. A perk of being Damien’s assistant.”


  From the way he looks at me, I can tell he knows that wasn’t what I’d originally intended to say. But he doesn’t press me, and I’m grateful. I know he loves me—I do. And when he does say the words, they will be all the sweeter if they come without my prompting.


  “Stark-owned, huh? Does that mean you’re comped at the bar?”


  My chest feels a thousand times lighter, because whatever storm was threatening to build has dissipated, and I feel only the sweet warmth of sun between us. “Not just me,” I say. “My entire party.”


  “In that case, this will be a celebration. Let’s go partake of my brother’s alcohol.”


  Traffic is uncommonly light, and we maneuver the surface streets easily. Before I know it, we’re on Sunset, idling in a line of cars waiting for the valet. As I’d expected, there’s a crowd waiting to get in, even on a Thursday. This is a Stark property, after all, and like all things Damien, it’s done right, making Westerfield’s one of the city’s most popular nightspots.


  “Just pass the line,” I say. “We’ll park in the back in the owner’s slot.” I’m looking ahead, pointing toward the turn into the driveway, and so I see Cass in line behind the velvet rope too late. I frown, but figure that’s okay. We’ll park, go through the building, and usher her in through the front.


  The driveway leads to a small, gated parking area in the back. I give Jackson the code to punch in, and once the gate lifts, I point him toward the owner’s slot, then take my Stark International parking pass out of my purse and hang it from Jackson’s rearview mirror. As far as job perks go, that pass is one of the most useful. Parking in Los Angeles is a nightmare, but Stark owns enough property around the city to ease the pain.


  “This will be staying here overnight,” I tell Jackson. “But don’t worry. The security on the lot is first rate.”


  “Are we camping out?”


  “No,” I say, grabbing his collar and pulling him toward me for the kind of long, slow kiss that makes my toes tingle. “But I intend to get you very, very drunk.” I hold up my phone. “I’ll text the office to send a car when we’re ready to go. Okay?”


  “So long as you’re getting me drunk in order to have your wicked way with me, I have no objections at all.”


  “Then we’re all good.” I grin, delighted, and reach for the handle to open my door.


  “Wait.”


  I pause and look back at him, expecting him to say something else. But all he does is reach out for the chain around my neck. He pulls out the vibrator and lets it hang outside my shirt.


  “Jackson! What if someone realizes what it is?”


  “It’s a bold statement. It says you like sex. You do like sex, don’t you?” His voice has dropped, and so has his hand. It’s cupping my breast now, and I feel my heart flutter beneath his touch and my nipple harden simply from the feel of him.


  “And since I’m the only one who gets to enjoy the pleasure of touching you, all it does is make people realize that I am a very lucky man.”


  I swallow, but I don’t protest again. Even when we’re not in bed, this thing between us—control and submission—is like a game. And I always play to win.


  We enter through the rear service area. The kitchen and storerooms are back here, along with lockers for the employees. The area is relatively quiet and definitely not crowded, and going from this back area to the main floor of the club is like being thrust into Fantasia.


  The music is loud, the dance floor crowded. The guests at the bar are stacked three thick, and the bartenders are moving with a controlled, exuberant efficiency. They’re all excellent at what they do; to survive a night at Westerfield’s, they have to be.


  I grab Jackson’s hand and tug him across the dance floor toward the front door, adding in a few moves as we make progress in that direction. Right before we get to the front seating area, he pulls me close, spins me, then dips me, just like in an old Ginger Rogers movie.


  I laugh, even more so when the couple beside us starts applauding.


  “Don’t say I never took you dancing,” he quips as we move counter to the flow of traffic toward the front door. Right now, it really just serves as an entrance, since it’s early enough that no one is leaving yet. Which explains why the crowd waiting in line starts to buzz happily when Jackson and I step outside—two people leaving means two more spaces in the club.


  I shatter their dreams, though, when I bend down and explain to the bouncer that we need to get someone halfway down the line inside the club.


  To be honest, it would be easier to go in through the VIP entrance. But I forgot to tell Cass to go there, and now she’d have to walk all the way around the building to get to it.


  There is a general grumble when we wave her up from the middle of the line, and she’s allowed in past the dozens of people waiting ahead of her.


  Honestly, if they’d had tomatoes, they probably would have thrown them.


  “Okay, the waiting part sucked, but getting to pass everyone else up? That really never gets old.”


  “Great to see you, too,” I say, then give her a hug.


  Unlike me, dressed for work in nothing more interesting than a suit skirt and linen shirt, Cass looks amazing. Her hair is midnight black with a single streak of blue tonight. She wears tight jeans and a sleeveless shirt that shows off not only her ample cleavage, but the exotic bird tattooed on her shoulder, its colorful tail feathers trailing down her arm. All in all, she looks seriously hot, as confirmed by the interested looks of both men and women as we move farther into the club.


  I lead the way around the dance floor toward the VIP room. Less crowded. A more easily accessible bar. A win-win as far as I’m concerned.


  I’m flashing my Stark ID to the girl at the door when I realize that we’re shy one person. “Where’s Zee?”


  Cass cups a hand to her ear and frowns. I motion for her to hurry up and go inside the VIP room so that we can hear.


  “I asked you where Zee was,” I say as the door shuts behind Jackson. The noise level is slightly more reasonable, but this area also has a dance floor, so it’s still loud. Just not the kind of loud that qualifies as a sonic incident.


  Cass makes a face. “I need a drink. They’re on Damien, right?”


  “I’ll get them,” Jackson says. He points to the one free table in the room. “You two go sit.”


  As Cass rushes to stake our claim, I kiss his cheek. “Thanks.”


  “She okay?”


  I glance back at my bff. She looks like she’s got her shit together, but Cass is good at putting on a happy face. “I guess I’ll find out. Vodka martinis for both of us,” I say, handing him my employee ID. “Extra olives.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  I watch him go, because I can’t bear to miss the sight of his ass in those jeans. Then I sigh when the crowd swallows him and turn back to find Cass.


  “Okay.” I slide into the seat opposite her. “What happened?”


  “She just said no. She said she was going to come, and then she just said no. That we should stay in.”


  “Did she say why? I mean, you told her you wanted to go out with us to celebrate, right? You told her it was your idea?”


  “Every wretched bit of that,” Cass says. “And she just looked at me like I was an idiot. And then—get this—she turns all sniffly and says, ‘Well, if you don’t want to stay with me.’”


  “Oh, gag me,” I say, and Cass nods vigorously.


  “I know, right? I mean, I’m not imagining this? This is a very bad sign, right?”


  “She’s being manipulative,” I say, despite my usual rule to not criticize anyone my friends are dating. Because, hey, as far as Zee is concerned, the word bitch is very loudly blaring in my head.


  “I have to end it,” Cass says. “God, I can’t believe this spiraled down so fast.”


  “Better than dragging it out, though, right?”


  She lifts a shoulder. “I don’t know. I wish I hadn’t met her in the first place. I thought—I mean, we clicked at first, you know? That first time we met at Jackson’s documentary she seemed so cool and funny and totally into me. And I felt so comfortable around her, like I haven’t with any girl since Siobhan,” she adds, referring to the longtime girlfriend who broke up with her—and broke her heart—a few months ago.


  “Maybe that was the problem? Maybe you were seeing what you wanted to see, instead of what was really there?”


  “I don’t know,” she says as Jackson returns with a tray carrying three martinis. “But I know you got lucky with this one.”


  “I did,” I agree, then lean over the table to kiss him. As I do, my new necklace clinks against the side of my glass, and Cass cocks her head.


  “Oh my god,” she says, emphasizing each word. “I saw that in a magazine. You’re wearing a vibrator.”


  She doesn’t lower her voice as she announces that little fact to the world. If anything, she’s louder.


  “Cass!” I look around to see if anyone has heard, certain that my face is bright red.


  “What? I think it’s totally cool. Or hot,” she says, “depending on how you look at it. I thought about buying one.” She shrugs, as if she’s just told me nothing more interesting than that she’d tried a new brand of coffee, then glances at Jackson. “Did you get it for her?”


  “It seemed both classy and practical.”


  “It really is,” Cass agrees, nodding sagely.


  “I’m going to die,” I say. “I’m just going to melt here into the floor and die. And you,” I add, pointing to Jackson who looks just a little too amused, “are going to pay. Big time.”


  His lips twitch. “I look forward to it.”


  “Incorrigible,” I mutter. But, yes, I’m amused, too.


  Cass leaps to her feet and grabs my hand. “Come on. I love this song. Dance with me.”


  I don’t recognize the music, but I’m willing to dance. I extend my other hand to Jackson.


  “Oh no,” he says. “I already danced once. Besides,” he adds before I can protest, “I need to stay here and guard the table. But you two go on.”


  “You sure?”


  His grin is just a little devious. “What? Watching two beautiful women dance together? Trust me. That won’t be a problem at all. But first,” he says, then pulls me in for a long, deep kiss.


  I let out a soft moan, then grin happily at him as I stroke the pendant that hangs between my breasts. “Later,” I say in my most husky voice.


  “You can be sure of it,” Jackson says, with so much real heat in his voice that my mood shifts immediately from amused to aroused. He can see the change, and his smile is understanding. “Go,” he says, nodding toward the dance floor where Cass is already moving to the music and motioning me over.


  I obey. But where I really want to be right now is in his arms.


  We dance for a while, moving with the music, following each other, just generally having a good time. But after six long songs I start to lose a little steam. I need a break and a drink, and so I nod my head toward the table, indicating that I’m going to fight my way back through the throng.


  I’ve barely taken a step, though, when Cass pulls me back, her eyes wide.


  “What is it?”


  “Look.” She points toward the table, but slightly to the left of Jackson. I follow her line of sight—and then gasp.


  “Is that who I think—”


  “Graham Elliott,” she confirms, identifying one of the biggest stars in Hollywood at the moment. “Damn,” she says. “If only I were straight.”


  Normally, I’d laugh. But right now, nothing seems funny to me. Because Graham Elliott is gunning to play Jackson in the movie that Reed wants to make and that Jackson wants to block.


  And at the moment, Elliott is making a beeline for Jackson.


  I am no longer even swaying to the music. Instead I am just standing on the dance floor watching as Elliott goes right up to Jackson, puts his arm around him, and greets him as if they are the best of friends while all around them, dancers pull out their cell phones and snap their Twitter and Instagram images.


  Jackson remains as still as a mountain, his expression like thunder.


  “I don’t get it,” Cass says. “Why’s Jackson so down on the movie? Does the script make him look like an ass?”


  “He knows the family. And what with the murder and the suicide, he’s protective of their privacy.”


  “That’s it?”


  I’m certain that it’s not, but I don’t know the rest of it, and I tell Cass so.


  She frowns.


  “What?” I demand, and my voice is harsher than I’d like, because I’m touchy about the subject.


  “I just figured he would have told you the real story.”


  “We haven’t really talked about it.” And that’s technically true. But at the same time, the movie has come up every time we’ve talked about the assault on Reed. Because the movie is Jackson’s sleight of hand—it’s what he’s willing to show the public even as he protects me.


  And yet never once has he told me why he punched out that screenwriter. Why he doesn’t want to see the movie come to life. And I have no clue what is so goddamn private within that family that the world would come crashing down if Hollywood looked through the lens.


  And, most important, I don’t know why it matters so much to Jackson, who wasn’t even in the same state when the murder-suicide occurred.


  So, yeah. I’m a little touchy on the subject. And all the more so now that even Cass thinks Jackson’s silence with me on the subject is more than a little odd.


  Right now, however, that’s not what I’m focused on. Instead, I just want to get to Jackson, but that’s getting harder and harder, because the crowd has realized that Elliott is nearby and it’s moving in, circling tight around the two of them. And though I keep trying to see Jackson again, the crowd is just too deep.


  “Dammit,” I curse. And then, when there is a gap in the crowd and I finally do get a glimpse, I repeat the curse with even more ferocity as Jackson stands. And I seriously fear for Graham’s very pretty movie-star face. Because at that moment, Jackson looks ready to explode.


  “Cass.” My voice is tight, urgent. I start to shove through the crowd toward him, but Cass gets in front of me. She’s taller than me, and bulldozes a path through the swarm.


  As soon as we reach the edge of the dance floor, I burst past her, no longer shy about using elbows to shove my way to Jackson. He’s standing now, and his fist is clenched. And I have a sudden premonition of the front page of Variety showing him and me and Cass and Graham Elliott all in a sprawl with fists and feet and teeth and fingernails.


  It’s not a pretty mental image. And one I very much want to avoid.


  I grab Jackson’s arm, my fingers closing tight around him. “With me,” I say. “Now.”


  For a moment, I think he’s actually going to argue. Then he surges forward, pulling me through the crowd with him until we reach the end of the bar. We round the corner for the hall that leads to the restrooms, and the instant we are past the turn, Jackson lashes out, slamming his fist against the wall and, fortunately, not injuring the hardwood paneling.


  I’m not sure if the same can be said for his hand, and I cry out in surprise and worry. “Jackson! Are you okay?”


  I start to reach for his hand, wanting to make sure he didn’t break the skin, but instead, he shoves me back so that I am pressed against the wall and his arms are caging me.


  The unexpected motion has knocked the wind out of me, and I suck in a hard breath, then look up at his face. It’s raw. Feral. I feel a bit like his prey. And though I know that he is angry right now—that he is wild—I cannot deny the excitement that is arcing between the two of us. That is filling me. Making me wet and hot and oh, so very ready.


  And before I can even form a coherent thought, his mouth crushes mine, hot and hard and demanding.


  I open to him immediately, almost instinctually. Tremors of excitement course through me, and all I can think is that I need. But even as I spread my legs in response to the silent demand of his thigh pressing against me, a small rational voice in my head is yelling for us to get out of there. It’s reminding me of cameras and crowds and that this could be a very, very, very bad idea.


  “Jackson.” His name is ripped from me when he breaks our kiss for breath. “The crowd.”


  The word seems to bring him back to himself, and he takes a single step away from me. He is breathing hard—so am I.


  “The office.” He grinds out the words. “Where?”


  It takes a moment for the words to make sense, but once my mind starts interpreting English again, I lead him to the stairs that head up to the club manager’s office. It’s empty now, and I punch in the key code, then draw him in. One entire wall is one-way glass and looks out over the main dance floor. Through it, colored lights now burst in, filling the otherwise darkened office.


  Right now, though, I’m not thinking about the dance floor or the lights or anything other than Jackson’s hands on me. His body pressed hard against mine as he slams the door shut with his foot.


  He grabs me up, and I hook my legs around his waist. I cling to his neck as his mouth finds mine even as he stumbles backward, finally slamming us against that wall of glass.


  I slide down his body until my feet find the ground. My skirt doesn’t follow, and it’s up around my waist, and somehow in the midst of all that, Jackson’s hand ended up between my thighs. “Did you mean it?” he asks as his fingers push aside the band of my underwear. “Did you mean what you said about using you when I want to beat the shit out of somebody?”


  “Yes.” The word is hard and full of meaning. I want this—him. All I can think of right now is his hand inside me—and I shift my hips in silent, desperate invitation. “Oh, god, yes,” I say again as he thrusts deep into me. Two fingers, then three.


  His mouth is over mine again, then on my neck, my collar, my breast. We’re pressed up against the thick glass, and I wonder if we cast a shadow, but I don’t care. Right then, I’m not even sure that I would care if the glass were fully transparent instead of mirrored from the perspective of the club. All I can think of is this. Pleasure. Ferocity. Passion.


  Jackson.


  “Here.” The single syllable is harsh and short, but I don’t think I have ever heard a word so full of need.


  He pulls me away from the window, turning me so that I am facing the desk that is behind us. It’s large and the surface is mostly clear, just a few documents scattered about.


  With one arm, Jackson sends the papers flying, then bends me over the desk so that my breasts are hard against its wooden surface. I’m still dressed—blouse, bra—and yet I feel the pressure of the desktop against my breasts so intimately that my nipples tighten painfully and red hot threads of sensation shoot from my chest all the way to my cunt.


  “I have to have you,” he says. “Christ, Syl, I have to fuck you.”


  “Yes.” It’s all I can say. All I need to say.


  My skirt is still up around my waist, and now he yanks my underwear down so that it is almost to my ankles. I hear his zipper and spread my legs, and then his cock is right there and he is thrusting inside me with no foreplay, no teasing, no effort to get me ready.


  It is hot and fast and frenzied, and dammit, I love this. This feeling of being needed. Of being used. Of being Jackson’s release valve. Not violence, not anger. But me.


  He is holding my hips, pounding hard into me. And though I have never orgasmed like this, without any attention at all to my clit, right now I am almost there. The pressure of his cock inside me. The rhythm of his thrusts stroking my walls. And most of all the wild excitement of knowing what he is doing and why he is doing it.


  I feel his own release coming. Hear his muffled groan as he tries to hold back. The tightening of his grip on my hips when it can’t be stopped and his release cuts through him. And I follow him over, exploding into a million tiny pieces even as he collapses, exhausted and spent, over my back.


  For a moment, we are simply silent. Then he gently gets off me and uses tissues to clean us both up. He slides my panties back up and tugs my skirt down into place. Then he turns me around and straightens my blouse.


  Once I’m put back together and well tended to, he takes care of his own clothes. Then he studies my face and says simply, “I needed you. Christ, Syl,” he adds with rising emotion, “I always need you.”


  “I know the feeling.” I pull myself up to sit on the desk, and he gets on beside me. I lean against him. We’re facing the glass wall, and I look out at the crowd and lights below us. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”


  He doesn’t answer at first, and I tell myself that I shouldn’t push him. A moment passes. Then another. And it is becoming harder and harder for me not to say anything.


  Finally, he speaks. “He came up to me like it’s a done deal.” His voice is low. Even. But I can hear the anger underlying it. “Like the movie’s going forward and there’s not a damn thing I can do to stop it.”


  “You’ll stop it,” I say. “If it’s that important you’ll find a way.”


  He nods, but he doesn’t look convinced.


  I hesitate, then make myself go on. “But, Jackson, I still don’t understand—would it really be that horrible if it was made? I get that it digs into the family’s personal lives, but the papers have already covered the murder, right? And so did a lot of the news magazines and television news shows. So how much worse could a movie be?”


  He turns to look at me. “Trust me. It would be worse.”


  I wait for him to continue—to explain—but he doesn’t. Instead, he just turns back toward the window and looks out at the club.


  I don’t press him.


  And I do trust him.


  But still, the question lingers. And, yes, my heart aches a bit. Because though I don’t understand why, I am certain that he is keeping things from me. Secrets. Big ones—big enough, at least, to eat him up inside.


  I want to press, but I don’t. After all, I’m keeping secrets, too. He knows the what about the stuff that happened with Reed, but he doesn’t know the how or the why.


  And those are both very big things. Big, important, emotional things.


  My own words to Cass return to haunt me. Maybe you were seeing what you wanted to see, instead of what was really there?


  Is that what I’m doing with Jackson?


  Am I seeing trust because I want to see it? Because I crave his presence? His touch?


  Am I fabricating depth to a relationship that isn’t there?


  And if I am, how do I stop?


  More important, how do I tell the difference?


  fourteen


  “I am completely undrunk.” Cass scowls at me as I take one arm and Jackson takes the other.


  “Not drunk at all,” I agree. “But we thought you might want to ride in the limo.”


  “Yeah?”


  “It has a bar,” I remind her. “In case you want to get more undrunk.”


  She narrows her eyes, but she’s too wasted to decide whether I’m serious or not.


  We leave through the front entrance that faces Sunset Boulevard, and I see that Edward has pulled the limo up by the valet stand. We maneuver Cass down the set of six steps, then move across the wide sidewalk. Beside us, a crowd is gathered behind the velvet rope, impatiently waiting to enter this popular hotspot.


  We’re walking slowly in deference to Cass’s general state of inebriation, and when the first camera flash fires, I realize that we’ve been recognized. Suddenly, both the in-line crowd and the passersby are raising their phones and taking pictures. The rapid-fire flashes burst all around us, making me feel like we’re arriving at a movie premiere rather than going home to nurse a drunk friend.


  Usually, this kind of attention doesn’t bother me. Damien attracts the paparazzi wherever he goes, which means it has little to nothing to do with me. I’m just the assistant in the background, much like the way Secret Service agents appear in so many candid photos of the president.


  Tonight, however, is different. Tonight, we’ve already dealt with Graham Elliott’s celebrity inside the club. Out here, we are dealing with Jackson’s. Because this crowd wants pictures of the guy who bloodied the face of Robert Cabot Reed. And if they can get a shot of him with the former teen model that Reed photographed, then all the better.


  Honestly, the thought makes my stomach curdle.


  “Jackson! Jackson!”


  “Why’d you punch him?”


  “Sylvia! Why did you give up modeling?”


  “What’s the status of the movie, Jackson? Is it true you’re trying to block production?”


  “Someone just tweeted photos of you and Graham Elliott talking inside. Is he attached to the project?”


  “How long have you and Sylvia been dating?”


  The questions are coming on top of one another, and my initial calm in the face of the familiar has entirely evaporated.


  I glance at Jackson, and it’s clear that he sees my panic. “Go,” he says, nodding toward the red-jacketed valet who is holding open the limo door for us. “I’ve got Cass.”


  At this point, I’m all about self-preservation, and I bolt for the limo. I get settled, then punch the intercom to tell Edward, the driver, that we’re going to Jackson’s boat. I start to give him the address, but he cuts me off. “Don’t you worry, Ms. Brooks. I’ve got it under control.”


  A moment later, Jackson guides my unsteady best friend into the limo and settles her on the back bench. He starts to cross the short distance to where I sit on the long side of the limo, but she tugs him down beside her.


  He glances at me, but I just shrug, amused.


  The moment we pull away from the curb, Cass peers around the interior. She looks at the bar, then looks to me sitting right beside it.


  “Just one more,” she says. “Pretty please?”


  I roll my eyes, but grab a tiny bottle of vodka. I pass it to her, and I’m about to pass her a glass with ice as well, but she’s already unscrewed the lid and is taking a sip.


  “Was that such a good idea?” Jackson asks.


  “Probably not,” I admit. “But she’s calling it quits with Zee, and I think she decided to drink away her angst while you and I were otherwise occupied.”


  “Hell, yeah, I did.”


  I grimace. “She’s on a bender now, and not driving. Might as well let her finish.”


  Jackson tilts his head, and I see compassion in both his expression and the way he pulls her closer and gently strokes her hair. “I’m so sorry, kiddo.”


  “It’s just not working with her,” Cass murmurs. “I know it hasn’t been that long, and she’s going to say that we just need to give it time, but—”


  “But you know,” Jackson says. “You already know the way it is.”


  She shifts in his arms, her head flopping back a bit as she tries to look him in the eyes. “Yeah, I do. Is that dumb?”


  Jackson shakes his head. “Not dumb at all. You can know the truth in a heartbeat if you’re willing to really look.” He turns to face me. “I’m really looking.”


  My chest feels suddenly tight, and I nod. Just one single nod of acknowledgment, but it fills me up. And all my earlier worry and angst seems to melt like cotton candy in the rain. Because though we may have secrets, there is nothing shallow or fake about what is between Jackson and me. It is real. It is right. It is us.


  Cass glances between the two of us. “That was the most romantic thing ever.” She turns her focus to Jackson. “Is there an XX chromosome version of you out there?”


  “Sorry. Just the one brother.”


  She makes a face. “That you know of,” she says, and both Jackson and I have to laugh.


  She drifts off, her head tucked up against his chest and his arm around her shoulders.


  “You look very parental,” I say, and the light from the street-lamps as we turn into the marina must catch his face strangely, because for a moment it looks as though he flinches.


  The illusion passes quickly as he smiles. “I’m hoping that I won’t find any daughter of mine quite this wasted.” But he strokes her hair as he speaks, and I can’t help thinking that Jackson will be the kind of dad who’ll protect his family with a wild ferocity, even if that means sacrificing himself.


  And as Edward takes us the rest of the distance to Jackson’s boat, I realize he’s proven that already. Not for a daughter, but for me. Because god knows when he beat the crap out of Robert Cabot Reed, he did a hell of a lot more for me than my father ever did.


  It’s a nice thought—a comforting one. Because as the memory of all those camera flashes lingers, I can’t help but fear what might be coming our way. The assault. The movie. Reed’s photos of me. A whole shitstorm of gossip that we will inevitably have to face.


  And though I’m not certain I’m strong enough to handle the storm—and although I know that Jackson’s first instinct might be to beat the crap out of whoever is dishing it out—I know that whatever else he does, he will protect me. My knight on his shiny white horse.


  Frankly, that is a damn nice feeling.


  When we get on the boat, it’s clear that there will be no after-party for Cass. “I’ll take her down and put her in the guest room,” I say.


  “While you do that, why don’t I open a bottle of wine? It’s a clear night. How do you feel about the two of us sitting on the deck and watching the stars?”


  “I feel exceptionally good about it. Give me five minutes to get her settled.”


  Fortunately, she’s mobile, if wobbly, and I’m able to get her stripped down to bra and panties quickly. “In you go,” I say, pulling the sheets back and helping her in. “I’ll wake you in the morning before I go to work.”


  She mumbles something incoherent that I translate as “good night,” and I start to tiptoe for the door. But just as I’m about to step into the hallway, her soft “Syl,” calls me back.


  “You okay?”


  She holds out her hand. “Stay? Just ’til I fall asleep?”


  I hesitate, thinking about Jackson and the wine and the stars above us. But this is my best friend, and she needs me, and there’s really no debate to be had. I’m at her side in seconds. “Scoot over,” I say, then lay down beside her. She spoons against me, and I close my eyes, realizing as I do that exhaustion has been creeping up on me as well.


  “Thanks,” she whispers.


  “For what?”


  “For taking care of me.”


  “I think Jackson doled out the most care tonight.”


  “Not tonight. Forever. For being my best friend.”


  I smile, touched. “Yeah, well, it’s a little self-serving. I get a great best friend in return.”


  “Aren’t we lucky?”


  “We are,” I say. “We really are.”


  My eyes are closed, and I wait for Cass to say something else. But there is just silence, and after a few moments, the rhythm of her breathing changes and I feel the steady rise and fall of her chest against my back.


  I tell myself to open my eyes and get up, but then I tell myself that if I just lay here quietly for another minute or two I’ll be all re-energized. Since that sounds like a fabulous plan, I keep my eyes closed and just let myself drift and drift and drift. …


  I startle awake, gasping a bit, and then immediately relax when I see Jackson sitting in the room’s single chair opposite me. “Oh, hell,” I say. “I’m so sorry. I guess I fell asleep.”


  “You needed it.”


  I start to sit up.


  “No. Don’t wake her.”


  He stands and crosses to me. I shift enough so that I can look up at him as he reaches down to brush my cheek with the oddest expression. “What?”


  “Nothing,” he says. “I was just thinking about the look on your face.”


  “What about it?”


  “Peaceful. Content.” He pauses. Just for a heartbeat. “I don’t like seeing it when you’re in anyone’s arms but mine.”


  I frown and start to push up out of the bed. “Jackson, I—”


  “No, no.” He gently holds me in place. “I just want you all to myself. But I’m a big boy and I’d never begrudge you your friends. Stay,” he says. “She needs you.”


  “Jackson …”


  But he just presses a kiss to his fingertips and then brushes them over my lips. “Good night, sweetheart.”


  I try to fall back asleep after he’s gone, but I can’t seem to manage it. And so I very carefully slide out of Cass’s embrace and go across the little hall to Jackson’s room. He’s not there, but I find him on deck in one of the oversized lounge chairs, asleep under the stars.


  I slide in next to him, then pull up the blanket from the foot of the lounger to protect us from the cool night air.


  He rolls over, then pulls me against him, enveloping me with his warmth. “I meant what I said,” he murmurs sleepily. “She needs you. You could have stayed.”


  “I did stay,” I say. “And then I came here. Because you need me, too.”


  He is silent for a moment. Then the arm that he has swung around my waist tightens just slightly. “Yes,” he says. “I do.”


  fifteen


  I’m pretty sure the items on my to-do list are breeding.


  There’s no other explanation as to how I can spend the entire day tackling task after task after task and still have no end in sight.


  Even so, I love it.


  One of the Stark International drivers drove Jackson and me in to work together, and I spent this entire Friday morning on a conference call soliciting requests for proposals from five of the largest food service companies in the country. I’ve got an intern pulling the names of the top twenty chefs across the country, each of whom I intend to contact about the possibility of opening a signature restaurant on-site at the resort.


  I’ve negotiated a tentative deal with the FAA to allow a short airstrip on the island, and I have even scheduled a meeting with the local EPA office to discuss my most favorite topic in the world—endangered cave crickets.


  More specifically, endangered cave crickets that might actually hold up construction if we don’t get the little buggers squared away quickly.


  All in all, I’m feeling pretty damn smug when Trent Leiter eases around my cubicle wall and leans against my filing cabinet.


  “Heard the news,” he says. “Jackson’s back on the project. What did you do? Bribe Stark?” He frowns. “No, wait. Hard to bribe the man who owns half the world.”


  “I think Mr. Stark just realized that the press from the assault doesn’t have to negatively impact the project.”


  His brows lift as he grins. “Negatively impact? What, did public relations send around a memo?”


  “Actually, yes.” The PR department had circulated a memo that morning addressing how anyone on staff who is not me, Damien, or Aiden should respond if approached about Jackson’s arrest. “The proper responses are ‘no comment,’ ‘no comment,’ and ‘no comment.’ I came up with the part about the lack of negative impact all on my own.”


  “Catchy,” he says. “Wish I knew the whole story.”


  He eyes me speculatively, but I just shrug. “I’ve worked directly for Mr. Stark for five years, but that doesn’t mean I’m in his head. And since when did you become such a gossip hound?”


  “Just making conversation.”


  “Yeah, how’s this? Jackson’s better than a good luck charm. Three problems tackled in just one morning. The FAA came through. I got the guest ferry all squared away—we can launch from San Pedro and Long Beach, and unless I miss my guess, I’ll have a launch site from Marina del Rey set up soon. And, I scored a meeting with the EPA dude.”


  “That’s great,” he says, but he sounds distracted.


  I can’t really hold that against him. It’s not his project, and I’m sure he’s got plenty of problems of his own to deal with. “So how’s the Century City site going?” I ask, more out of politeness than interest.


  “Not as smoothly.” His smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “I guess I need to find my own good luck charm.”


  “I’m sorry.” Though Trent isn’t my favorite person, and I don’t understand what Rachel sees in him, he is a colleague, and I don’t wish him ill. “Can I help?”


  He shakes his head and makes a motion with his hand as if he’s waving away smoke. “No, no. I didn’t mean to make it sound dire. I’m distracted by something else. Everything in Century City is moving forward.” He takes a paper clip from a bowl on my desk and starts to unfold it. “Honestly, once you’ve been in this business a bit longer, you’ll realize that bumps in the road are just part of a day on the job.”


  I lean back in my chair and nod, not sure if he’s trying to be helpful, or if this is his backhanded way of telling me I’m too new and raw to actually be managing a project, even with Aiden’s help.


  That’s hardly a question I’m going to ask, though, and so I opt for that time-honored tactic of conversational diversion. “So, you and Rachel are going out?”


  He lifts a shoulder as he focuses on the star pattern into which he’s bent the paper clip. “She’s a lot of fun.”


  That is hardly the most romantic endorsement, but I know that Rachel is happy. I hope that Trent just isn’t the kind to over-share about his relationships, and for the time being, I’m sticking with that assessment. Because so far, today has been awesome. And nothing—not cave crickets or irritating co-workers or the fear that another friend’s relationship is on the skids—is going to spoil my mood.


  Fifteen minutes later, my cell phone chirps, and when I glance at the text from Cass, I realize I should never have tempted the gods.


  
    Check out the pics. Not viral, but lots of shares. I look drunk, but hot. U look hot, and sober. Jackson looks like sex, but he always does.

  


  There’s a link, and I click through. She’s right—we both do look hot. And Jackson, who is holding up Cass on the other side, looks good enough to eat. To be honest, if Cass didn’t look so wasted it would be a good picture to frame for my desk. Both Jackson and I have soft expressions, and though we’re clearly focused on keeping Cass upright, the moment is so gentle and sweet that I want to bend down and kiss his photo since the man himself isn’t right beside me.


  I’m about to send her back a text thanking her for the link when she sends another message.


  
    Zee saw pic and freaked. Said it looked like I was screwing both of U.


    Be proud. I stood firm. Told her we were over.


    It’s done. Holy fuck.

  


  I respond immediately:


  
    I am proud!!!!! U did good. Hold fast. We’ll find the right girl for u.

  


  It takes a moment, but her reply when it comes through makes me smile:


  
    In time for Halloween party wld be nice. And thx. XXOO.


    And here are some more for your computer wallpaper.

  


  There is another link, this one to images of Jackson and me. There is one of us at the table, just looking at each other, but the heat in our eyes is palpable. Another is positively awesome, and I hope that I can find a high-quality version so that I can print it. Because someone actually caught our dance—right when Jackson dipped me. The picture is slightly blurred, suggesting motion, and we both look like we couldn’t be having a better time if we tried. Frankly, that’s how I always feel with him.


  These images come with captions, too, and I’m now the official subject of celebrity gossip, because I have been identified on social media as starchitect Jackson Steele’s girlfriend.


  Honestly, I can’t say that I mind.


  Love these, I text to Cass. Thx.


  Her reply makes me frown.


  
    :) But there are other pics, too. These might not make you happy. Is J around? Has he been online?

  


  As far as I know, Jackson is on twenty-six with Lauren Crane, who has recently been promoted from the file room to work as his assistant until his secretary arrives from New York. If everything is going well, he’s walking the floor with her and giving both Lauren and the construction staff directions on where to put up walls and doors, where to set up drafting tables, and all the other minutiae that comes with getting his area built out the way he wants it.


  Since a couple of guys from his New York staff are arriving in ten days with his secretary, he’s been crazy busy, and I would be seriously surprised if he’s noticed anything happening out in cyber-land.


  I don’t say all of that to Cass, though. Instead, I just text back, I doubt he’s seen any pics. What up?


  She responds with two links. The first leads to more advertising photos of me, some of which have been merged with recent images of Jackson and turned into social media graphics. Great. My childhood trauma has become someone else’s social media pastime. Isn’t that wonderful?


  The second link is more immediate, and just as disturbing. On this site, I find a picture of Graham Elliott, his arm hooked buddy-buddy style around Jackson’s shoulders.


  Well, hell.


  My fears are confirmed when I get Cass’s next text:


  
    Buzz is that the movie is a go and Graham is playing Jackson. Tell J not to blow a gasket.

  


  I roll my eyes. Easier said than done.


  I tell Cass I need to get back to work, which is technically true. But instead I scour the internet. Sure enough, the speculation is back about the movie, with the press opining that Graham was the go-between, healing the rift between Reed and Jackson Steele, who was recently arrested for assaulting the producer-director.


  Isn’t that just so sweet?


  I consider giving Jackson a heads-up, but decide that he has enough to worry about. Since there’s nothing he can do about the pictures and comments, I might as well wait until work is over and he has a drink in his hand.


  I’m just settling back into work when my intercom buzzes. “Mr. Stark asked me to tell you that you and he and Mr. Ward and Mr. Steele are scheduled to have dinner at Cut 360. Seven tonight with Dallas Sykes. I’ve already told Mr. Ward,” Karen adds, referring to Aiden. “And he said to tell you that Mrs. Stark will be joining you.”


  “Wait, slow down.” I click frantically on my computer to open my calendar. “I don’t know a thing about this.”


  “Apparently Mr. Sykes is in town and wants to meet Mr. Steele. Mr. Stark said to apologize, but that you two need to be there unless it’s absolutely impossible.”


  Which, I know, translates to just be there. Dallas Sykes is a gorgeous, brash, tabloid-friendly department store mogul who is also the primary investor in The Resort at Cortez.


  “Okay,” I say, because what else is there to say? “I’ll let Mr. Steele know.”


  “Great. And you have a call holding on three. He says he’s your brother.”


  That’s odd, since Ethan has my cell phone number, and knows I prefer not to take personal calls through the office number. I answer warily, but it really is my little brother.


  “What’s up?” I ask, immediately on alert. “Are you okay? Why aren’t you calling my cell?”


  “Hey, Silly,” he says, using the nickname he’s called me since he was three and I was six. My full name is Eleanor Sylvia Brooks. But that’s what came out of his little baby mouth. “Great to hear your voice, too.”


  “My darling little brother. How wonderful to hear from you on the phone you never call me on, thus making me worry. And then teasing me about worrying.”


  “I’m fine.” I hear the laughter in his voice. “I lost my phone and couldn’t remember your number.”


  I shake my head, but I am smiling. That’s Ethan. My scatterbrained brother, whom I absolutely adore.


  “Do I need to arrange to have your phone surgically attached to your body?”


  “I think I’ll just scour the apartment again. The place is a mess from all the packing. It’s probably under a box.”


  Since his stuff is being shipped from London—and that process takes weeks—I hope it didn’t accidentally end up inside a box. But I keep my thoughts to myself. No point in being the voice of doom.


  “I saw your picture this morning. You and Cass look great. But what’s the deal with Jackson Steele? He’s the guy you dated for a while in Atlanta, right? You guys are back together?”


  “We are,” I say, “and I’ll tell you all about it—and introduce you—on Wednesday. You’re still getting in around four, right?”


  “Yup. I have to go through customs, so do you just want me to text you when I’m heading outside?”


  “That’ll work. And are you sure you don’t want to go with me to Jamie’s Halloween party on Friday? Stark keeps a suite at the Century Plaza and it’s empty right now. You could have it through the weekend.”


  “That would be sweet, but I want to get down to Irvine and hang with Mom and Dad.”


  “Fair enough, but I was really hoping to spend some time with you.”


  “Well, they’re your parents, too. You can hang out down there with us.”


  The thought makes me shudder. “In case you forgot, I have work. In another city.” I say all this brightly, as if that is the only reason I don’t want to spend time with my parents.


  “Well, it’s not like there won’t be more chances,” he says reasonably. “Considering I’m moving back to California, we’ll see each other a lot.” He’s been living in London, so I can’t argue with that. “And as for the rest, you’re staying for dinner at Mom and Dad’s on Wednesday night, so we’ll have some time then.”


  Just the thought of going to my parents’ house makes me edgy. “Listen, there’s been a slight change of plans.”


  “Don’t you dare blow me off.”


  “Work is insane right now, so I thought I’d send a limo for you. Get you to Irvine in style.”


  “You are such a liar. We just agreed that I should text you when I get out of customs.”


  “I meant text the limo,” I say, lying again.


  “Bullshit. Come on, Syl. Mom says she never sees you. That you came back from Atlanta, landed your high-paying job, and fell off the planet.”


  To be fair, I fell off the planet as far as my parents are concerned when I moved into an exclusive Beverly Hills boarding school for my sophomore year of high school. I don’t say that to Ethan, though. Instead, I just say, “Work is crazy right now.”


  “Are you ever going to tell me what the big drama is between you and them?”


  I frown. “No. Sorry, but no. But there is drama. Isn’t that enough?”


  He exhales loudly. “Look, I know how much they sacrificed when I was a kid. And I know some of that lashed back on you.”


  I hug myself, feeling suddenly cold. Lashed back? Hell, yeah, it lashed back.


  “I just can’t help but feel like this rift between you and them is my fault. And it would make me feel a hell of a lot better if you’d just come, okay?”


  I close my eyes, because I know I’m going to cave. Because in so many ways he’s right.


  And in so many ways he’s wrong.


  But the biggest truth is that I’m not going to tell him the truth. So, yeah. Maybe I do need to suck it up.


  “Fine,” I say. “Dinner. But I’m not staying late. I’ve got to work on Thursday, and—”


  “Whatever you say, big sis.”


  I frown, but it’s affectionate. “I love you even if you are a pain in the butt.”


  “Of course you do. See you Wednesday.”


  I end the call, then head to the reception desk to ask Karen if anyone called while I was tied up. Since I’m approaching from behind her, I can see her computer—and that she’s scrolling through the pictures of me, Jackson, and Cass. Not to mention Graham Elliott. Yesterday I saw her looking at some of the old ad photos of me that are circulating.


  Wow, gee. How great is that?


  “Oh. Hey.” She coughs as she clicks her computer back to a word processing screen. “Need anything?”


  “Yeah,” I say. “I think I need a coffee.” And since that is absolutely true, I head down to the lobby for caffeine and the chance to clear my head.


  My parents. My pictures.


  For a day that had started out great, it’s going downhill fast.
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  Even though it is days before I have to see my parents, just the conversation with Ethan has made me antsy. And though I like to think that I’m capable of standing on my own two feet, the truth is that I balance a lot better when I have Jackson beside me.


  So instead of heading straight to the lobby, I detour to twenty-six. The construction crew and Lauren are there, but Jackson is not. When Lauren tells me he had an errand to run outside the building, I remember that we left his car at Westerfield’s. Considering how much he babies the Porsche, I’m certain he went to fetch it.


  Without a coffee companion, I continue down to the lobby on my own. It’s a swift descent, but I still have enough time to chastise myself for being edgy and out of sorts. After all, it’s not as though anything has changed. Ethan told me over a week ago that he was coming, and I’ve been looking forward to seeing my little brother.


  But now that his arrival is closer, it’s harder to ignore the fact that I’m going to be seeing not only him, but my parents. I’m going to have to sit at the dining room table in their house. I’m going to share wine and Mom’s meat loaf. And I’m going to have to make conversation with my dad.


  That would be gut-wrenching enough all by itself. But it’s a billion times worse now that my past is assaulting me from all angles, with Reed in the news and old advertisements featuring my likeness popping up all over the place.


  Hell, even Jackson is a reminder, because now every time the press mentions him—even if it’s not in connection to the resort—it’s Architect Jackson Steele, recently sentenced to community service for his assault on producer-director Robert Cabot Reed. And I hate, hate, hate that their names are now linked in the public’s mind.


  And, goddammit, in mine.


  The line at Java B’s is long, but they also have an outdoor coffee cart that I can see through the glass front of the building, and despite it being a gorgeous day, there are only three people waiting to order. Since that seems like as much of an invitation to enjoy the day as I’m likely to get, I head out. I end up with an extra-large latte and a chocolate chip cookie that is about the size of a salad plate. I will either keel over from sugar shock or be so hyped up for the rest of the day that I accomplish all my tasks without even blinking.


  I’m hoping for the latter. After all, if I’m busy burning through my various work tasks, I’ll have no time to think about the impending torment of a visit with my family.


  The cookie is about the best thing ever, and I have to talk myself out of buying another one as I stand and crumple my napkin. The only trash can is by the coffee cart, and as I head in that direction, I’m facing the loading area, a small section of road set off from the main traffic flow along South Grand Avenue to allow for cars to pick up and drop off passengers at Stark Tower.


  I’m not really looking for anything in particular, but as I’m turning to head back toward the building entrance, something familiar catches my eye. I shift back around, and see that it is Jackson. He is standing by the passenger door of a small, red sedan.


  I take a step toward him, but then he opens the door, and a tall, slender redhead steps out. She’s familiar and vibrant and lovely, and she puts her hands on Jackson’s shoulders and brushes his lips with a kiss.


  My delicious cookie suddenly turns to acid in my stomach. Because I know this woman. True, I’ve never formally met her. But I know her name. I know he cares about her. And I also know that he has slept with her.


  Megan.


  I stand frozen to the spot, as if my feet are anchored by the weight of my jealousy.


  He hands her the keys and she circles the car, then gets in on the driver’s side and pulls away.


  Jackson starts walking toward the building, and I pivot back toward the coffee cart, then reach out and grab the edge of the condiment bar because I’m now feeling even more unsteady than I was after the conversation with Ethan.


  Megan.


  Megan?


  I’d seen her at the premiere of Stone and Steele, the documentary about Jackson and his work on the Amsterdam Art and Science Museum, but that was weeks ago. I hadn’t met her then, though. I’d only seen her from a distance, first approaching Jackson, and then as the two appeared in heated conversation.


  After that, she’d been gone. I’d had no idea who she was, and it hadn’t really seemed relevant. At least not until I’d seen a picture of her with a darling little girl hanging in Jackson’s houseboat.


  Hanging on his bedroom wall in the houseboat.


  He’d told me that she was a friend. That they’d slept together once, but that had been a one-off. A mistake. And I got that. After all, I’d slept with Cass once, but that didn’t mean we were ever a couple or that anything was still going on.


  But if what he said was really true, then why hadn’t he told me she was still in town? Why had she kissed him so intimately?


  And why did it suddenly feel as if the world as I knew it was shifting beneath my feet?


  “Syl?” His voice, as warm and gentle as a summer breeze, drifts toward me from a few feet behind me. I stay put, motionless, then close my eyes and draw in a breath when his hand closes over my shoulder. “Coffee break?” He brushes a kiss to the back of my ear. “Good idea.”


  I turn to face him, then realize that I’m still holding the coffee I’d bought at least fifteen minutes ago. “I—no. I’m done with it.” I lick my lips and toss it into the trash, even though there’s still half a latte left.


  I start to head back toward the building, and Jackson falls in step beside me. If he realizes my mood is off, he doesn’t show it. And though I should be grateful, that little blip of reality has the opposite effect. It pisses me off. Because, dammit, Jackson knows me. Hasn’t he always been able to read me?


  And if he can’t read me now, doesn’t that mean that his head is full of another woman?


  Oh my god, I’m turning into Super Bitch.


  I pause just before we get to the revolving door that is the entrance to Stark Tower. “I was looking for you earlier. We’re having dinner tonight with Damien and Dallas Sykes. Nikki and Aiden, too.”


  “All right,” he says. “What time?”


  “Seven. Just down the street at Cut 360.”


  The conversation seems strange and stilted, but I can’t tell if that’s because something is truly off, or because I’m filtering it through my own little cloud of angst.


  “Sounds good. Why don’t you come down about six forty-five. We’ll walk over. Should be a nice night.”


  I nod. And then, before I can stop myself, I blurt out, “You weren’t in your office earlier.”


  “No,” he says. “I went out.”


  “So I gathered. Where’d you go?”


  “Nowhere special.”


  “With Megan.” I try to sound normal, but my voice is flat.


  He looks at me, and his head tilts just slightly. I think his eyes might have narrowed, but that may just be my imagination. “Yes,” he says evenly. “With Megan.”


  We’re blocking pedestrian traffic, and a tall man in a very expensive suit shoots me an irritated glance. I don’t care. Because now I’m certain the conversation is stilted, and I don’t understand it and, dammit, it scares me. Because this isn’t the way it’s supposed to be. Not between me and Jackson. Not ever.


  I force a casual tone. “I didn’t realize she was still in town from the documentary.”


  “She came back.”


  “You never did tell me what you two were arguing about at the premiere.”


  He meets my eyes. Mine, I’m sure are needy. His are as cold as arctic ice. “No, I guess I didn’t.”


  He might as well have slapped me. “You know what, Jackson, screw it.” I see him take a step back as if in defense against a blow, but I’m too far gone to care. “You want to hold on to your secrets, then you just fucking do that.”


  I storm off, feeling like an idiot, and not at all sure if he’s the one who’s off or if I am.


  Back in my cubicle, I try to concentrate. Try, but don’t succeed.


  I know that I’m being jealous, but dammit, I don’t care. I wanted him today—needed him. And he wasn’t there. Because he was with the one woman other than me that he’d not only slept with, but that he’d cared about.


  So, yeah, maybe it’s stupid or bitchy or unfair, but I’m going to wallow. Because so long as I’m pissed off and moody about this, then at least all the shit with my father and brother stays buried under a load of irrelevant angst.


  Fuck.


  “Bad day?”


  I spin around in my chair to find Karen standing at the edge of my cubicle holding a vase full of yellow roses.


  I grimace. “Did I say that out loud?”


  “Don’t worry. I’ve heard way more colorful language on the floor.”


  “Sorry. And yeah, this isn’t the best of days.”


  “Maybe these will help.” She passes me the flowers. “They just came for you.”


  “Really?” I suppose I should have clued in; it’s not like Karen wanders the halls with roses. But I guess I assumed she was walking them to the coffee station to fill the vase with water. “Who are they from?”


  But that’s a question that I ask only for form. Of course I know who sent them. And the heart that had been feeling so heavy flutters a bit in my chest.


  Just to be sure, I peek at the card.


  
    I’m just one floor away, but it feels like worlds apart.


    I’m sorry.


    J.

  


  I tuck the card in my purse, and smile at Karen. “You’re right. They helped.”


  “Glad to hear it.” She takes a step back toward the reception area, then pauses. “If Jackson shows up, should I send him straight back?”


  “Yeah,” I say. “You do that.”


  I’m about to type out a quick sorry I was a bitch text, but before I even start typing, I get a call from Cass.


  “Hey, what’s up?” I ask.


  “That’s what I want to know,” she says. “Do I need to come over there and bitch-slap your boyfriend?”


  Either my best friend has completely lost it or—“What are you talking about?”


  “I’m talking about the redheaded twit. Who is she? Have you seen this shit? Hang on.”


  She’s rattling her words off so fast I can barely process them, and I’ve just opened my mouth to ask her to please slow down when she sends me a text with a website link.


  “Did it come through? Click on it.”


  “Hang on.” I don’t want to—I really don’t want to. Because whatever it is, it’s not going to be good. But I need to know, and so I click. And then, yes, I curse.


  “Oh, fuck.”


  The site is one of the eight billion celebrity gossip sites. But this one is operated like social media. So someone can start a story, and then site members can add to it with comments or photos. This one starts with an image of Jackson, his head bent close to Megan’s, his face full of so much affection that I really just want to throw up.


  There’s a headline, too. Starchitect Jackson Steele: Hollywood’s newest member of Club Bad Boy?


  “Oh, god,” I say.


  “I’m so sorry,” Cass says. “Do you know her?”


  But I’m too busy checking out the images and text that follow the headline to answer. There are five pictures. The first of me and Jackson at Westerfield’s. Beneath that is another image from last night, only this one shows me and Jackson with our arms around Cass as we lead her to the limo. The last three images are of Jackson and Megan. The first is what I saw an hour ago—her kissing him in front of Stark Tower. The second is the two of them seated across a table from each other, apparently having lunch. And the final one shows the two of them on the deck of his boat. It was obviously taken with a long lens from the dock. They’re facing each other, his hands are on both of her shoulders, and from the angle, it looks like he’s about to pull her to him and catch her in one hell of a lip-lock.


  And the most horrible thing? I recognize the green flag of the yacht that’s moored right next to them. Because it arrived this morning as Jackson and I were leaving for work. Which means that this fucking photograph was taken today. Today.


  “This isn’t—” I try to form a sentence, but my brain is frozen. All of me is frozen. I’m cold. So very, very cold. “It can’t be—”


  “I sure hope the hell not,” Cass says. “I mean, they’re making shit up about the three of us, so hopefully the crap about the redhead is bullshit, too.”


  “Her name’s Megan.” I sound shell-shocked. “What do you mean the three of us?”


  She answers me, but I don’t even hear her words. They’re just so much background noise. Because I’ve found what she’s talking about all on my own. The text under the headline that talks about how Jackson is working for Damien. About how he’s new to Hollywood, and he’s settling right in. Getting into fistfights. Fucking lots of women. Me. Me and Cass as a nice little girl-boy-girl sandwich. And this new woman that the writer can’t yet identify, but who Jackson took back to his boat after an intimate lunch for an even more intimate dessert.


  This can’t be right.


  I scroll down and find images of Jackson with other women, all taken over the course of the last five years. There aren’t many—it’s not like he’s some mega movie star and the paparazzi is glued to him—but whoever wrote this article did their homework, and for each gala Jackson has attended, there is a different woman on his arm. And the commentary makes clear that Jackson pretty much fucked his way across the United States, and is continuing to do exactly that. With Megan. With me. And with God only knows who else.


  “Don’t completely freak until you talk to him,” Cass warns, which is a little ironic considering she’d called me in full freak-out mode, and I tell her as much. “I know, I know. And I’m sorry. It’s just—well, I like Jackson, but I love you, and I don’t want you to get hurt. And I swear if he does hurt you, I will cut his balls off with a hacksaw.”


  I cringe. But I don’t disagree.


  “You’re going to talk to him, right?”


  “Yeah,” I say. I don’t say when, but I know it won’t be soon. Right now, I’m feeling just a little too raw.


  “Okay, listen, my four o’clock just walked in. But you call if you need me.”


  I promise that I will, then end the call. I sit and stare at the computer screen and then—because that really isn’t helping my mood—reach over and turn off my entire goddamn computer.


  Shit.


  How the hell could a day that started out so well have spiraled down so quickly?


  I stare at the vase of flowers on my desk—lovely roses that should add some cheer to my day, but instead are only making me miserable. “Fuck.”


  I pick up the vase, and before I can talk myself out of it, I drop the whole thing—glass and flowers and water and all—right into my trash.


  It’s not as cathartic as I’d hoped, but I do feel slightly better.


  The truth is that I should just haul my rear downstairs and talk to him, but I feel too ripped up inside. I’m afraid that I’ll start shouting at him. Or, worse, that I’ll burst into tears. I need time to get my shit together. I need to not think about Jackson or Megan or those stupid photos and just let it all settle.


  And since the best way to do that is to lose myself in my work, I turn the computer back on, pull up my phone list, and start returning calls.


  That’s what I’m doing when he arrives, as silent as a cat. But it doesn’t matter. I know he’s there, and the band around my heart that had started to loosen tightens once again.


  “I look forward to getting your proposal,” I say into the phone, then hang up. I wait one beat, then another. Then I swivel in my chair to face him.


  I don’t want it to, but the sight of him takes my breath away.


  He’s not dressed any differently than he was earlier. Casual slacks and a button-down shirt, the top two buttons open to expose the indentation at the base of his neck. Nothing special about the outfit. Nothing formal about his posture. On the contrary, he is leaning negligently against my cubicle wall.


  But it is the expression on his face that has knocked me flat. Passion and penitence and desire so strong it almost pulls me out of my chair. So help me, I want to enfold myself in his arms and press my head against his chest. Because isn’t Jackson the one person who has always been able to make me feel better? Who can soothe and reassure me?


  Not today.


  Today, I have no one.


  Today, I steel myself as I look him in the eye. “This really isn’t a good time.”


  He glances down, and I cringe as I realize that he’s looking right at the flowers in my trash. I start to rise—I want to explain—but I force myself to stay seated. Right now, I’m not the one who needs to apologize or explain. Jackson is. And if this evidence of how frustrated and pissed I am doesn’t prompt him, then maybe nothing will.


  When he lifts his head and looks at me again, his eyes are flat and unreadable, just like his expression. Only the tightness in his jaw—as if he is clenching his teeth—evidences his dark mood. And it is only because I know him so well that I can see his rising temper. “I’ll let you get back to work.” The words are flat and measured and completely cold.


  “Jackson—” His name is past my lips before I can call it back, and I sit there, slightly flummoxed, because I don’t know what I intended to say.


  He had taken a step backward, but now he pauses.


  I curse myself, because I am not ready to talk about this. So I just say, “Seven o’clock. Don’t forget. I’ll see you at the restaurant.”


  He meets my eyes and holds my gaze for a moment longer than is comfortable. “Seven,” he finally says. Then he turns and walks away.


  And though I rise and watch him move toward the stairwell, Jackson never once looks back.


  seventeen


  “Considering you’re the man of the hour, you’re awfully damn quiet, Jax.” Dallas Sykes leans back in his chair and pushes his dinner plate away before polishing off his third martini. The department store magnate is pretty much the walking definition of a sexy bad boy, complete with half-naked women often found draped casually over his arm. Jackson and I both crossed paths with him when our trip to the Cortez site fueled gossip, and we ended up in the tabloids alongside Dallas and his very married girlfriend.


  “It’s Jackson, and I apologize. I have a lot on my mind.” He doesn’t look at me. Not that I expect him to. We’ve been managing to not look at each other for the last ninety minutes, ever since we arrived separately at the restaurant.


  We’re at a round table, and I’d taken the chair next to Nikki. Aiden had to cancel dinner—apparently Trent took a long weekend, but there are issues at the Century City project that require immediate attention—so that means that we are at a five-top. Nikki, Damien, and I arrived first, and when Jackson came a few moments later, he had the choice of the seat next to me, or the seat next to Damien.


  He chose to sit next to me. And though I have avoided his eyes all evening, I can’t avoid the tension that fills the air between us, so thick that I am amazed that no one else is drawn into it, like a black hole that sucks in everything that drifts too close.


  I try my best to steer the conversation toward the resort in general. But Dallas—one of the primary investors—has heard it all before, and keeps his focus laser-sharp on Jackson.


  “Bet you never knew you’d be such a celebrity when you were sketching your way through your childhood.” He grins. “I saw your documentary.”


  Jackson smiles politely. “I hope you found it interesting.”


  “Fascinating,” Dallas says. His eyes are as green as Jackson’s are blue, and he looks so earnest, that I can’t help but wonder if the bad boy, playboy thing is an act. The man is managing a multi-billion dollar company and doing a damn fine job. Plus, he’s no slouch intellectually. So what’s his story?


  That’s going to remain a mystery, of course. It’s very bad form to poke into the personal lives of your investors. At least it is if you want them to keep investing.


  The general topic of bad boys, however, is very much on the table as Dallas leans closer to Jackson. “I have to say, I thought I had one hell of a reputation for playing fast and loose. But you certainly did a number on that Reed guy. I gotta know. What was that about?”


  “Just having a bad day.” I can almost see the tension pouring out of Jackson, like a red haze staining the air.


  “We’ve started thinking about retail on the resort,” I say brightly to Dallas. “We want to keep it very high-end, boutique oriented, but I thought you and I should sit down at some point and talk about you possibly opening a retail space.”


  “Happy to,” he says. “It’s the celebrity thing that gets me,” he continues to Jackson, undaunted. “Documentary. Feature film. I saw the pictures with you and Graham Elliott. Hell, you could star in the thing if you wanted. You’ve got the look.”


  “Dallas,” Damien says firmly. “I think that considering the fact that Reed still might file a civil action, we should not expect Mr. Steele to talk about this.”


  My stomach twists. Now that the criminal case has been resolved, I thought the courtroom drama was over. And I can’t help but wonder if Damien knows something, or if he’s just trying to shut Dallas up.


  I hope it’s the latter. And, frankly, I applaud the effort.


  “Hey, we can drop it. I was just curious about the movie. Of course, if you do want to star in it, probably best not to beat the shit out of the producer. So what was that about? You just didn’t like the script? When’s it hitting theaters, anyway?”


  Beside me, Jackson’s posture stiffens. His left hand is in his lap, and now he moves it to my knee. He has barely brushed my skin when he seems to realize what he’s doing, and he yanks it away as if my body is on fire.


  I don’t even hesitate. I reach for him and clutch his hand with mine. Because no matter what else might be between us, I won’t have him be alone right now.


  “I’m afraid you’ve been misinformed,” Jackson says, his voice stiff but polite. His hand is clenched so tight with mine that I have to actually grit my teeth. “There’s not going to be a movie.”


  “Uh-huh.” Dallas has the look of a dog with a bone, and I’m certain that he’s going to pursue this line.


  Damien, thank goodness, comes to the rescue, asking Dallas about an arson claim in one of his Chicago-based stores. Apparently that arose from a huge drama between the store manager and a street gang, and Dallas is interested enough in the soap opera aspects to stay on point.


  As the conversation finally shifts away from Jackson, he eases up on my hand. And when the conversation shifts again, and Nikki mentions that Wyatt called her, Jackson releases me entirely.


  I deflate, as if that simple loss of touch is more profound than the distance that has been growing between us all afternoon.


  I force myself not to show it, though. Instead, I focus on Nikki. “Oh, good. I’m glad he called. I meant to tell you tonight. I called him this morning. We’re all set for Monday evening.”


  “Hot date?” Dallas asks.


  “Photography lesson,” I say. “We had to postpone the last one.”


  Nikki kisses Damien’s cheek. “It was worth it.”


  Since Damien surprised her with New York theater tickets, I’m sure it was, and Nikki tells us all about the trip before we backtrack the conversation to planning the specifics for our Monday photography lesson. “I’ll meet you in Santa Monica,” she says. “Around seven? And then maybe Damien and Jackson can join us after for a drink?” She says the last with such a question in her voice that I am absolutely positive she has noticed the rift between Jackson and me.


  I’m about to say that it might not be the best night for socializing, when Jackson responds. “I think that’s a great idea.” He looks at me as he speaks, his eyes soft with apology. And though I cannot say for certain that we will be fine come Monday, I do know that I am done being completely mad at him. It’s time to talk about this.


  And so I nod. “Yes,” I say. “It’s a great idea.”


  I’m surprised to learn that Dallas knows a bit about photography, and we talk about Wyatt’s work, including his prints that hang on some of the Stark International walls. The conversation meanders from there to Damien’s tennis career and then back full circle to Jackson’s assault.


  This time around, however, Dallas isn’t quite as pushy. “I heard you were serving your community service at the Stark Children’s Foundation.”


  “I start Sunday,” Jackson says. “There’s a fund-raiser that I’ll be working, and I’m looking forward to it. Not something most of us criminal types say about our community service obligations, but I’m glad to have the chance to work with the kids. And it is a good cause,” he adds, looking at Damien. “I should be volunteering for a place like that even without the gray cloud of incarceration hanging over my head.”


  “You should,” Damien says. The foundation, which helps abused and at-risk kids through sports therapy, is a relatively new charity that Damien founded, but one that I know means a lot to him. It means a lot to me, too, though I’ve never told Damien why. But I identify deeply with the kids that he has set out to help.


  The waiter comes with a dessert menu, and the meal finishes easily, with the conversation never drifting back to anything too touchy. I skip dessert and opt only for coffee. And when we all finally head back outside, Jackson pauses at the restaurant’s valet stand and hands the college-aged attendant his ticket.


  “Dallas? Where are you heading?” Damien asks.


  He points generally to the left. “I’ve got a suite at the Biltmore,” he says. “Care for a nightcap?”


  “We would,” Damien says, his arm around Nikki’s waist. “Sylvia?”


  “She’s with me.” Jackson turns his attention from Damien to me. “We have some things to discuss. About the resort,” he adds, though the addendum is clearly a lie.


  Damien nods and both he and Nikki say that they will see us at the fund-raiser on Sunday.


  I turn to Jackson. “I’m with you?”


  “I damn sure hope so,” he says. “Because having you not be with me is brutal.”


  The valet arrives, then parks the Porsche in front of us and gets out, holding the door open for Jackson.


  Jackson steps to the passenger side and does the same for me. “Please, Syl. We need to talk. More than that, I think I need to apologize.”


  I get in the car. Honestly, there was never any doubt.


  And though I don’t know what exactly we are going to say to each other, I do know that there are things that must be said.


  eighteen


  Traffic is light, and we manage to get from downtown to Jackson’s boat in less than half an hour. During the entire drive, Jackson says nothing, and we both just sit back, lost in the ear-blasting sounds of Dominion Gate, as Jackson continues to play the album we didn’t finish the other night during our drive to Westerfield’s.


  When we arrive at the marina, he maneuvers to his parking slot in front of the Veronica, kills the engine, and turns to me. “I miss you. And I’m sorry.”


  I swallow, then blink back tears. “I need to hear you say it. Are you sleeping with her?”


  “No.” The word is fast and harsh. “God, no. I told you. Once, and that was a long time ago. She’s a friend, Syl. She’s only a friend.”


  I nod, then open my door. “Come on.”


  He still looks a bit wary, but he follows me out of the car and then onto the boat.


  As soon as we’re on deck, I go to him. I slide my arms around his waist and press my cheek against his chest. His arms surround me, and I breathe deep, feeling content for the first time in hours. We stay like that, feeling the boat sway beneath our feet, until I finally pull away, then go to sit on one of the lounge chairs.


  “Is that all that’s bothering you?” he asks. “Megan?”


  I shake my head, trying to articulate what I haven’t even really worked out in my own head. “I was pissed,” I admit. “Because when I met you in front of the office, it was clear you were keeping secrets. And—no,” I say as he starts to speak. “Let me get this out. And I didn’t like the way I felt when she kissed you. I—I was jealous.” I lick my lips. “And then I saw the other pictures.”


  His brow furrows. “What other pictures?”


  “On social media. You on the boat with Megan today. And you with other women you’ve dated over the last few years. Usually at parties and stuff.”


  “I haven’t seen them.”


  “No? Well, they pissed me off. And I know that it’s stupid, and I know that we weren’t together then. And I know that you told me they didn’t mean anything to you—”


  “I told you that because I meant it.”


  “I know. You just fucked them. Except for Megan, you didn’t care about them. Not like that. I get it. I really, really do.” I shrug. “But I’m still jealous. Especially when I think about, you know, the other stuff.”


  “Other stuff?”


  I can feel my cheeks turning pink, which pisses me off because I don’t want to be embarrassed or uncomfortable. I want to keep a tight grip on this conversation, and I’m afraid that I’m doing a piss-poor job of that. “You like control, Jackson. And we’ve done stuff. In bed, I mean. And I like it—I do. I like it a lot.” As I speak, I’m rubbing my wrists, thinking about the leather cuffs he’d used on me not so very long ago. “And you’ve got that whole trunk of stuff in your bedroom, and I don’t think it’s been sitting there just waiting for me to come along like Christmas Day, and I can’t help thinking of all the other—shit.”


  I cut myself off because I’m saying too much. And honestly, I didn’t intend to say any of this. Hell, I hadn’t even fully processed any of this until I started talking. All I know is Megan. Jealous. Other women. Jealous.


  Apparently I have unplumbed jealous depths. Who knew?


  Jackson has been sitting beside me on the lounger, but now he moves to kneel in front of me. He rests his hands on my knees, and the contact is warm and comforting. “There’s only you. There has only ever been you. Even before I met you, it was just you.” His smile is a little crooked. “And there will only ever be you.”


  He leans forward, then kisses me softly. “Wait here.”


  My lips are still tingling as he descends below deck. I have no idea what he is doing, and so when he comes back up carrying the trunk, I actually gasp with surprise. “Jackson?”


  He looks at me just long enough to smile, and then he moves to the side of the boat and—before I have time to realize what he’s doing—he drops the entire trunk over the side of the boat.


  “Jackson!” I leap to my feet and hurry to his side, just in time to see the dark water settle. I turn to him. “Why—”


  “Only you,” he repeats, then pulls me to him. “And I assure you, we’ll have a very good time filling a new trunk.”


  I can’t help it—I laugh. But when the laughter fades, I have to shake my head. “I don’t like this part of me. The jealous part. It’s shrewish and icky and all sorts of things I don’t like. But I don’t want to lose you. And I see things like that. Pictures. Or you keeping secrets. And I just get scared and twitchy, and I’m sorry.” I take a deep breath, because those words spilled out of me fast and furious.


  “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was going out with Megan today.”


  “No, no. I’m the one who’s sorry. Really. I was just being bitchy. And I’m sorry.”


  “Oh, baby.” He strokes my cheek. “Come with me.”


  He takes my hand and leads me below deck to the small galley. I sit at the table, and he comes to join me, bringing a bottle of wine, two glasses, and a box of Chips Ahoy cookies. He takes one, then holds out the box to me. I don’t really need it, but I take it anyway, then take a tiny bite as Jackson leans back in his chair and starts to speak.


  “I didn’t know Megan had come back to town,” he says. “She went home after the screening, and I just assumed she was still in Santa Fe.” He pauses to wash his cookie down with wine. “She called before lunch. Said she was downtown and needed to talk. Her husband died about a month ago.”


  “Oh.” Now I feel even more like a bitch. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s been … hard on her.” He sighs and presses his fingertips to the bridge of his nose. “I told you she was a friend, and that’s true. But it’s not just Megan I’m close to, it’s the whole family. Especially Ronnie.”


  “The little girl.”


  “She’s three going on thirteen.” His smile is broad and it’s clear he adores her. “Smart as a whip and as sweet as she can be. She’s—” He drags his fingers through his hair, and I can’t help but think that he looks completely exhausted. He shakes his head and smiles sadly. “She’s a very special kid.”


  I frown, because his words don’t match the sadness I see on his face and hear in his voice. “Something’s wrong.” I get out of my chair and circle the table until I’m beside him and leaning against it. “What’s happened? Is Ronnie okay?”


  “Yes, yes. Ronnie’s fine. It’s Megan.” He takes a deep breath, then drains the last of his wine. He runs his fingertip over the rim idly as he speaks, and I don’t think he’s even aware that he’s doing it. “You asked why I don’t want the movie made. Well, Megan’s a big part of the reason.”


  “Megan?” I don’t understand what this redhead has to do with a movie about a house Jackson built in Santa Fe.


  Santa Fe.


  “It’s her house? She’s a Fletcher?” The Santa Fe house—the one that pretty much launched Jackson’s career—was commissioned by Arvin Fletcher.


  Jackson nods. “He’s her dad.”


  “Oh.” Arvin Fletcher is one of the biggest land developers in the country. He started out ranching in New Mexico and was smart about his investments. He’s not worth as much as Damien, but I bet it’s close. And when he hired a then relatively unknown architect to build him a residence just outside of Santa Fe proper, he put Jackson on the map. Afterward, the house grew in notoriety. Because one of Fletcher’s three daughters murdered her twin and then killed herself. Megan, I realize, is the surviving sister.


  Wow.


  I stand and start to pace, trying to get my head around this. “So you don’t want the movie to happen because you’re close to this family. Fletcher gave you a huge break and you want to protect them?”


  “That’s part of it. But only a small part. Megan’s bipolar. She’s a lot of things, actually, but that’s the easiest label. She’s been steady for years—the drugs help and she was good with Tony. But since his death, it’s been harder. She’s off-center, not taking her meds the way she should.”


  “Oh.” I’m not entirely sure what to say. “That’s a shame.”


  “It’s a lot of things. That’s one of them.” He presses his fingers to the bridge of his nose. “I worry about her raising Ronnie. And I worry about the press getting a peek at all the family skeletons. And they will, you know. If they make this movie, the family will become an open book. Even if the screenwriter doesn’t poke and prod, the media will. And I don’t want it to get out about Megan’s illness. About how bad it can get. Or about the fact that Amelia had issues, too.”


  “She’s the one who killed herself and her twin?”


  He exhales, then nods, but it’s clear that talking about this upsets him. “Yes. She shot Carolyn. Megan is their older sister.”


  “The script suggests Amelia went crazy because of you,” I say gently. I haven’t actually read the script, but I heard that from Jamie who heard it from her Hollywood sources.


  His expression darkens. “She was infatuated, yes. But I wouldn’t want to guess as to why she did anything.”


  I just nod, realizing that I’ve struck a nerve.


  “The bottom line is that I don’t want Ronnie growing up in the midst of high drama. She’s had enough trouble, and now with Tony passing it’s hard enough for Megan to focus.”


  “Can she take care of Ronnie? I mean, if she’s not taking her meds?”


  “We’ve had a few heated discussions about that very thing. But I’m not family, so there’s not a lot I can do. Not legally, anyway.” His voice is bitter. Harsh. After a moment, he looks straight at me. “Syl, I need to tell—never mind.”


  I move to him and take his hand. “What?”


  “I just need to fix this—and I don’t know how.”


  “Fix it? You mean, get Megan better? Back on her meds?”


  There is a long pause before he nods.


  “You can talk to her,” I suggest. “To her family.”


  He draws a deep breath. “I do. But she swears she’s going to take them religiously. And she says she has enough help.”


  “Does she?”


  “How much is enough? Megan’s grandmother helps out. And there’s some extended family in the area, too.”


  “Arvin?”


  “No.”


  I don’t ask. From the way Jackson said the word, I can guess that the circumstances surrounding Megan’s pregnancy didn’t meet with her father’s approval.


  “At any rate, now you know most of it. There’s more, of course. But the bottom line is that I want Reed to keep his nosy, voyeuristic ass away from the people I care about.” He reaches for my hand. “Can you understand that?”


  “Yeah.” I squeeze his fingers. “I do. And I really am sorry I was such a bitch earlier.”


  He chuckles. “You weren’t.”


  “Oh, I totally was.”


  He moves his hand to my cheek and I lean against it, soaking in his warmth. I look up at his face, and his expression is fierce. “No,” he says. The word is firm.


  He sucks in air, then runs his fingers through his hair before pushing out of his chair and walking across the open space to a window that overlooks the open sea. He looks out at the darkness, and I can see the tension in his shoulders. I want to go to him, to hold him and help him ease his worry about his friends. But I force myself to stay seated. To wait until he’s said everything there is to say.


  “I don’t want to keep secrets from you.” He is still facing the window, but now he turns. “I don’t. But at the same time, things will come out when they come out. Does that make sense? Do you understand?”


  “You know I do,” I say. “I said so when you told me that Damien is your brother. I don’t have a right to your secrets. And it’s wrong of me to get bitchy and make it worse for you.” I think of my own secrets—painful ones that I’ve held close. That I haven’t yet shared with this man I love. This man I trust.


  I draw a breath for courage. “Honestly, I’m not really sure how much of today was even about you or Megan or any of those other women. I was in a pissy mood, and on any other day I might have actually handled the whole thing like a sane person.”


  Immediately, his eyes sharpen. “Why? What happened?”


  “Nothing specific,” I lie. “Just a bad day.”


  The truth is that I’ve realized that I do want to tell him everything about Reed and my dad and the whole shebang. I want to spill it all out. I want him to hold me close and soothe me and tell me that the storm inside me will subside. That he will help make it so.


  But I don’t want to tell him today. Not when I’ve just seen so much evidence of his own worries and fears.


  Mine can wait. They’ve already waited years. Another day won’t matter.


  He is watching my face, his expression knowing. “Now who’s the one keeping secrets?”


  “Me,” I admit. “But it can wait.” I reach out and take his hand. “Truly.”


  His brow furrows as he moves closer to me. He’s right there in front of me, and I can feel the power and concern radiating off him, and all of it is directed at me. “Don’t ever think that.”


  I blink, confused. “Think what?”


  “That you need to pull your punches with me.”


  “Pull my—what?”


  “Don’t think you have to coddle me if I’ve had a bad day.”


  “I’m not,” I say, then realize it’s a lie the second the words spill out. “Okay, maybe I am, but what’s wrong with that? You want to take care of Megan and Ronnie, right? Well, I want to take care of you.”


  “Sweet,” he says. “But it doesn’t work like that.” He sits down again and tugs me into his lap. “You tell me what’s on your mind so that I can help you, too.”


  He pulls me closer and I curl up against him, feeling warm and safe. Ironically, this was the way my dad used to cradle me in our big armchair. But that was when I was young. Before things went bad and I didn’t even want to look at him, much less touch him.


  “I don’t know where to start,” I admit.


  “The beginning is usually a good place. Or you could tell me what happened today.”


  “My brother called.” I draw a breath, relieved at how easy that was.


  “Ethan, right? The one moving home from London?”


  “He gets in Wednesday. I’m picking him up and driving him down to Irvine.” I swallow, because just saying that makes my mouth go dry. “I was hoping you’d go with me. Because—well, because I don’t want to go alone.”


  “Of course I will.”


  “Thank you.” My relief is so intense it almost knocks me over.


  Jackson is studying me, the concern evident in his eyes. “What happened with your parents, Sylvia?”


  I’m so used to not talking about it that I start to push the question away, even though I’ve already decided that I want to share my past with this man. I regroup, nod, and gather my thoughts.


  And then, slowly, I begin. “It … it was all okay when I was little. Good even. Normal.”


  “So when did that change?”


  “When Ethan got sick.” I stand up, because I really have to move, and I pace the length of the small table. “He was the most precious kid. Everyone adored him. My parents thought he hung the moon, and I didn’t mind, because I did, too.”


  “You’re older?”


  I nod. “By just under three years. And my favorite thing in the world was taking care of him. Playing mommy, you know? I’d feed him, change him, play with him. And when he got older, we were best friends.”


  I wait for Jackson to ask me what happened, but he is calmly watching me, clearly letting me go at my own pace.


  “About the time he was ten, he started getting into fights with the bigger kids at school. They were picking on him and—anyway, the reasons don’t matter. The point is that the bruises didn’t heal as fast as my mom expected. So she took him to the doctor.”


  “What was wrong with him?”


  “Nothing,” I say. “At least that’s what the pediatrician told us. So for a year, nothing happened. By the time my parents found out that it was an aggressive and rare blood disorder that attacks the organs, a lot of damage had already been done, and they said he’d probably only survive a few more years.”


  “Oh, Syl.”


  “It was horrible, and I was so scared, and suddenly he was getting weaker every day. I would wake up and it would be like he’d faded in the night.” I squeeze my eyes shut, not wanting to remember. “And it felt like we were just waiting for him to die.”


  A shudder runs through me, and Jackson is on his feet in an instant, his arms tight around me. I burrow against him, letting his strength push back these horrible memories.


  “But he’s alive,” Jackson says gently. “How did he get better?”


  “Money.” My face is pressed against his chest, and the word is muffled. I force myself to lean back so that I can look up at him. “The doctors all said there was nothing we could do. The damage was done, and there was no cure, anyway. But my mom was relentless. She heard about an experimental drug—K-27—and she applied for the trials. They wouldn’t take him—I don’t know why. I think it was because he was too young, which is stupid because he was dying anyway.”


  I force myself to stay on track. “My mom learned about a doctor in Central America. He was using K-27 to treat patients like my brother, along with some other drugs in a cocktail. And according to everything she learned, his patients were getting better. Like, completely better.”


  “The damaged organs?”


  “Repaired. Somehow this drug encouraged the growth of healthy tissue to replace the bad, necrotic spots.”


  “She got your brother to this doctor,” Jackson says, continuing the story.


  “Yes.”


  “But it was expensive.”


  I meet his eyes. His are sad, and it’s clear he has some idea where this story is heading. “Yes. Very. And my mom didn’t work. And my dad was just a technician for one of the studios. A cool job that paid well and had great Hollywood perks—but nowhere near the kind of money that he needed.”


  “That’s where you came in.”


  “He was asking everyone if they had extra work for him, and Reed used to do some of the on-set photography during shoots. Production photos, candids to use during press junkets, that kind of thing. He told my dad he did model shoots on the side. That he was looking to build up that end of the business. He’d seen me before—Dad took me to work with him a couple of times and got me on the set—and told Dad that he could use me.”


  I push away from him, because I have to move. I can’t stand still and talk about this. Because it was the first step to horror. But it was also the first step to saving my brother.


  I go to the window and look out, wishing that I didn’t have these memories. That I could just skip over the bad parts and be healed. But that’s not possible, and so I press on.


  “We got the money.”


  “You got the money,” he says. He’s still by the table, as if understanding that I need space right now.


  “It was a lot of money,” I say. “It took about a year to earn enough. But I told myself that was okay, because it was for Ethan. And he’s better now, so it was worth it. What I did, I mean. It was worth it because it was for Ethan.”


  I see my own pain reflected on his face, and then I see the decision—and it’s clear there’s no way he’s letting me stand over here by myself. He is at my side in seconds, and I slide gratefully into his arms.


  “My dad knew, of course. He never said specifically, but I told him I wanted to quit. That I’d model if we needed the money for Ethan, but I wanted to go to someone else. He told me that no one else would pay what Bob did. And that’s how I knew. My dad knew exactly what Reed was doing to me, and he was whoring me out. Damaging one child for the sake of another.”


  Even as I say them, the words resonate with me—wasn’t that what Jeremiah did to Jackson? Sacrificed him at the altar of his brother.


  “Your mom?” Jackson asks. “Did she know?”


  “I don’t know. She just went along with whatever my dad said. And even though she saw Ethan’s bruises, she never saw my pain.” I shrug. “I don’t—I don’t like being around either of them. I’m angry around them. Hard. I don’t like myself when I’m with them, and I don’t like the memories that come back.”


  “And yet you’re going down there on Wednesday.”


  “For Ethan. He doesn’t know any of this, and there’s no way I’m going to tell him. So he just thinks I had a teenage falling-out with our parents.”


  “You don’t have to go,” Jackson says gently. “You can spend time with Ethan here. If he knows there’s a rift, he’ll understand.”


  “Maybe. But he really wants me there. And there’s not much I wouldn’t do for him.”


  Jackson is looking at me, and then he says, very slowly and very carefully, “Including letting a predatory photographer molest you?”


  The tears that I have been holding back burst out of me with the force of a breaking dam. “Yes.” My voice is harsh. Choked. “I could have walked. I could have stopped. I could have done something—anything. But I didn’t.”


  “Oh, baby.” There is grief in his voice, but I don’t hear pity, and I am grateful.


  “I blame my dad, but it’s on me, too.” My voice is shaky and thick with tears. “All this shit that has colored my life. It’s my fault, too.”


  “No.” The word resonates through me, as violent as an earthquake. “You were a child with a sick brother you loved. Your parents should have taken care of you, not used you. And none of it—none of it—falls on you. Christ.”


  He pushes away from me, and I see the rage rising inside him. He wants to break something, that’s easy enough to see. And I think that given the slightest provocation he would reduce the furniture in this room to splinters.


  “Are you okay?” I ask, and he responds with a self-deprecating laugh.


  “Am I okay?” He closes the distance between us, and I can feel the power and heat—the rage and compassion—rolling off him. “Sweetheart, right now I only care about you.”


  He brushes a kiss over my lips. It’s soft and it’s gentle. But I know that’s only an illusion. Inside him, there’s a volcano of my making, and I can’t help but wonder when it will explode.


  nineteen


  “Jackson.”


  That’s all I say, but it’s enough. He scoops me up, then holds me tight against his chest, his strong arms as firm as iron bands. “Yes,” I murmur as my pulse kicks up simply from the rightness of being in his arms. “Whatever you need. However you need it.”


  I expect it wild. Wicked. I imagine that he will spread me on the table and fuck me hard in a frenzied rush to drive out his own demons by banishing mine.


  By claiming me. By controlling me.


  I do not expect the sweetness of his kiss. The butterfly-soft touch of his lips against my eyes, my cheek, the corner of my mouth. “You,” he says, and the word is both gentle and firm. “All I need is to touch you. All I need is to make you feel. To take you softly and gently. And to make you forget.”


  “Jackson, I—” But I can’t get any more out. My throat is too thick, and his name cannot slide past the emotion that fills me.


  He carries me down the stairs, pausing before he does to open a small control panel on the side of the stairs and press a button. I look at him with curiosity, but his mouth just curves up in an enigmatic smile. I know better than to ask—he’ll tell me when he’s ready. And I hold my tongue as we continue down toward his bedroom.


  It’s a small, narrow hallway with Jackson’s bedroom on one side and a guest room on the other. At the end of the hall is the bathroom—a simple toilet and shower. At the other end of the hall, just by where we are now standing at the foot of the stairs, is a storage closet. Or, at least, I had always assumed that it was a storage closet. Now, Jackson turns in that direction.


  “Where are we—?”


  But I stop talking the second he opens the door. It’s another bathroom, only this one is dominated by a luxuriously deep tub and beautiful, gleaming fixtures.


  The water is already running in the tub and the lights are dim. Soft music plays through speakers—a low, slow saxophone piece that I’m not familiar with, but that is sweetly seductive.


  “Oh my god,” I say. “How did I not know this was here?”


  “I’ve been having it remodeled. It’s still not quite ready,” he adds, pointing to some unpainted trim and some exposed wiring for light fixtures. “It’s been a work-in-progress, and once we got back together I wanted to wait until it was ready to show you. But I think it’s ready enough.”


  “It’s fabulous,” I say, as he carries me to the tub and sets me on the side. It’s pushed up beside a wall of glass bricks against a blue background, and though I know that this is not an actual window to the sea, the color is such that it suggests the ocean beyond. The tub itself is surrounded by dark wood that forms a three-sided box, with steps leading up to the top where I now sit. Though the front has room only to sit on the ledge, both sides are as wide as a couch, providing a flat sitting area outside the tub.


  “Teak?” I ask, running my finger along the polished wood.


  Jackson nods as he begins to undress me, very slowly and very tenderly. He unfastens each button, then eases the blouse off my shoulders. Then he traces the swell of my breast against the line of my bra cup. I arch back, my body going limp from the pleasure of such sensual caresses. Gently, he reaches behind me and unclasps the bra. Then folds it and the shirt neatly on a nearby table.


  Now I am wearing only my skirt, underwear, and shoes. He moves down a step so that I am still seated on the edge of the tub, naked from the waist up, but he is below me on the second step. My body tingles in a state of sensual overload as the cool air from the room brushes against my bare left breast even while the heat rising from the bathwater teases my right.


  From below, Jackson caresses my calf, then eases my shoes off. He strokes a gentle finger under my foot, so light that it is almost a tickle, but instead sends sensual threads darting up my inner thigh to settle at my sex, making me tremble with anticipation and delight.


  He guides my feet to the step upon which he sits and tells me to stand, taking my hands to steady me. I do, and he releases his grip long enough to reach behind me and unzip my skirt. He tugs it down over my hips, taking my panties with it, so that I am now standing naked in front of him.


  His eyes drift slowly over me, and I force myself not to cross my arms over myself, but to simply let him look—and to enjoy the heat that I see on his face, and the knowledge that it is directed at me.


  “In,” he says, nodding at the tub.


  I step in slowly. The gently bubbling water is hot, but not scalding, and it’s scented with lavender. I breathe deep and let the water take me. When I’m submerged to my neck, I look up at Jackson. “Coming in?”


  I expect him to say yes, of course, and am surprised when he shakes his head.


  “But—”


  “Shhh. Close your eyes.”


  I consider protesting, but I do as he says. I hear him moving behind me, then feel his hands upon my body, slick with some sort of oil. He rubs my shoulders and arms, his touch firm but gentle. He slides his hands down over my shoulders, then massage my breasts, and as he does, arousal swirls through me.


  “Stand up,” he says. “But don’t open your eyes.”


  I comply, and while my damp skin cools in the touch of the air, he keeps me warm with the sensual strokes of his oil-soaked hands. Over my belly, my hips. Then down my thighs to where my calves continue beneath the water.


  He is not touching me sexually, and yet my body is on fire. My breasts feel tight and heavy. My nipples craving a nip of his teeth. My lips are parted, silently begging for a kiss. And the muscles of my sex throb and clench, desperate for penetration, even as my swollen, sensitive clit begs for his touch.


  He doesn’t satisfy, though. His hands slide up my thighs, yes. And though I shift my position so that my legs are parted—though I go so far as to actually whimper—he does not touch me intimately. Instead, his fingers stop their climb just shy of where I so desperately want to feel him. He’s teasing me, of course, taking me to the edge. Heightening my arousal.


  And while I curse him, I can’t deny that it’s working. I am beyond turned on. So excited that it feels as though I am floating, all the more so because I am light-headed simply from the heat of this deep, wonderful tub.


  “Back in. But keep your eyes closed.” He speaks in a whisper, as if this is a ritual, and it feels that way. As if he is worshipping me. Or readying me to present to an eager god. Either way, the focus is on me. On my pleasure. And I am delirious with the power of it.


  Once I’m back in the water, he has me sit on the lowest step so that the water hits my shoulders. He leaves me for a few moments, and when he returns, he tells me to tilt my head back, then uses a cup that I hadn’t noticed to sluice water over my hair before massaging my head with a rosemary-mint shampoo that makes my scalp tingle even as I breathe deep, then sigh with pleasure.


  His fingers are strong, and the pressure on my temples and at the base of my neck is just enough to keep me relaxed and happy, and when he rinses the lather out of my hair, I can’t help but wish that we could stay like that just a little bit longer.


  As if reading my mind, he massages conditioner into my hair, then gently combs through it, and I’m thankful my hair is short because it so rarely tangles, and the attention is wonderfully sensual rather than potentially painful.


  When I’m all bright and shiny and clean, he helps me out of the tub, finally letting me look around. I watch steam rise off my naked body as Jackson urges me to lay down on a towel he’s placed on the side of the tub, along with a small inflatable pillow. Along the edge, there are rows of tea candles, filling the room with a warm glow and soft shadows.


  “Jackson.” I say his name on a breath. “The room looks magical.”


  “Looks? Sweetheart, I want you to feel magical. Lay back. Close your eyes.”


  “What if I want to see you?”


  “See me in your imagination, then.”


  “I always do,” I admit, and am rewarded by both tenderness and heat shining in his eyes.


  “I want you to feel,” he says. “And I want the feelings to send you someplace extraordinary.”


  He helps me down, so that I am on my stomach, my head turned sideways and my eyes closed. The towel I am on covers something soft, and I feel as though I am enveloped in warmth. My arms are at my sides, and the damp heat of the room is making me both sleepy and aroused, and the combination is surprisingly potent and erotic.


  He starts at my shoulders, using that same scented oil to stroke and massage, not too intense, but enough to be both soothing and relaxing. I’ve had a few sports massages, but none compared to this. His touch seems to fill me, and all of the stress of the day is just melting away under his persistent, incredible attention.


  Slowly, he massages my shoulders, then down lower until his hands are cupping my waist, then my hips. He moves lower still, his clever hands kneading my thighs, and I spread my legs, my body craving more. He doesn’t take the hint, however. Instead, he continues lower, rubbing my calf, and then repeating the process on the other leg, working his way slowly up until his fingertips are teasing the sensitive skin between my ass and the top of my thigh.


  I am a warm bundle of contentment, and it only gets better when he—yes, finally—eases my legs apart. I’m so wet, so aroused, and the brush of air over my sex makes me moan, and that sound turns even deeper and more needful when his oiled hand slides down between my legs to stroke me, his fingers sliding almost lazily into me.


  But I want more, and I push back, trying to make the contact harder, deeper. I’m so turned on, and I am craving release, and the only word that fills my mind is please. Please, please, please.


  I don’t even know that my lips have moved or that I have spoken, but I must, because he turns me over, and my legs are spread wide and he’s telling me not to open my eyes. To just float. To just feel.


  What I’m feeling is his fingers inside me again. Thrusting hard. Thrusting deep.


  And his body above me, his clothes brushing my bare skin, the cotton rubbing my sensitive nipples. He brushes a kiss over my lips and I whimper when it is all too short.


  He starts trailing kisses down even as his fingers continue to stroke me, to tease me. Lower and lower, deeper and faster. His mouth on my breasts, on my belly. His tongue teasing my nipple while my hips arch in wild abandon as he finger-fucks me hard and deep.


  Then his mouth is there, his tongue dancing over my clit, and oh my god, he’s right, it’s magical, because I swear that I am rising up, carried away on a storm of golden pixie dust as these sensations that had started so warm and tender have turned hard and hot and demanding and oh so very wonderful.


  And then the spell shatters, breaking me apart, sending bits of me swirling off as electricity seems to arc through me, making me sizzle and glow and cry out from the wonderful, incredible, overwhelming pleasure of it all.


  “Oh god.” I am gasping, trying to catch my breath. “Jackson—oh, dear god, Jackson.”


  “Hush,” he says, and I realize that while I’ve been off in another dimension, he has picked me up. He’s holding me close, and my arms are around his neck. I’m completely exhausted, and sleep is pulling me under. He’s carrying me out of this truly exceptional bathroom and down the hall to his bedroom. He slides me into the bed, then gently tucks the covers around me.


  Then he takes off his own clothes, and though my eyes are drooping, I can see his erection. I try not to drift too far, because I expect another round. An intimate touch. After all, he is so hard that he must be about to burst. But that touch doesn’t come, and I roll over so that I am facing him and blink sleepily. “But don’t you want—”


  He presses his fingertip to my lips. “Right now,” he says as he pulls me closer, “I have everything I want in the world.”


  twenty


  “This,” Cass says, stepping back from the overstuffed clothing rack and holding up what looks like nothing more than some see-through pink gauze with a shiny, sequined band.


  I cock my head. “What is that supposed to be?”


  “A harem girl outfit. Duh.” She holds it by the sequined band, which apparently would sit on the unfortunate wearer’s hips. As far as I can tell, though, there is no top. Not even a sparkly festive one a la Barbara Eden in I Dream of Jeannie.


  When I mention that to Cass, she just shrugs. “Maybe they’re going for authenticity?”


  “Maybe, but I’m not. Veto.”


  From a few racks over, Jackson looks up. “Don’t I get a say?”


  “Absolutely not.”


  We’re spending Saturday morning doing our Halloween shopping. Right now, we’re in Burbank at a consignment store that sells mostly old costumes from various television shows. I don’t know what show that came from, but it wasn’t that classic sixties sitcom.


  “It’s Halloween,” Jackson says. “I think a harem girl is a great idea.”


  “You just want to see me half-naked.”


  “It’s expedient,” he says. “Less to deal with once I get you home.”


  “Goodness, Mr. Steele.” Cass fans herself. “How you make a girl blush.”


  “Cassidy, I may not have known you for long, but from what I can tell, there’s very little that makes you blush.”


  She looks at me. “I’m not sure if I should be insulted or impressed with how astute he is.”


  “Impressed,” I assure her. “Definitely impressed.”


  A few more moments pass, and then Jackson calls me over. “What do you think?” He is holding up a tiny pink cowboy hat and a matching tiny pink denim jacket.


  “I’m petite,” I say, “but that’s toddler size.”


  “Thanks for the tip. I was thinking about Ronnie.”


  “Oh!” I’m now with the program. I think of the dark-haired little girl I’ve seen only in a photograph. “I think she’d be darling in it, but Halloween’s just a week away. In my experience, parents usually have toddler costumes lined up about eight months before the blessed event.”


  “In that case, it can just be for dress up. At any rate, it’ll be fun to give it to her tomorrow. She loves presents.”


  “Who doesn’t? But what’s tomorrow?”


  “She’s still in town with Megan—they don’t leave until Monday. I invited the two of them to the fund-raiser,” he says, referring to the open house and charity auction for the Stark Children’s Foundation. Jackson decided to serve out his community service there, and his time starts tomorrow. “There’s a petting zoo and Ronnie is crazy for animals. What?” he adds, obviously confused by my growing smile.


  I shrug. “It’s not every man who’d invite his friends to his community service.”


  Jackson chuckles. “I’m not every man.”


  “No,” I agree. “You definitely aren’t.”


  “Plus, I thought it would be a good time for you to meet them.”


  “Yeah?” I pull him in for a kiss, which he enthusiastically returns before taking the pink toddler outfit to the counter and asking the clerk to hold it while we continue shopping.


  “And what about you?” Jackson asks Cass as he heads toward the men’s racks.


  “Oh, now that Zee and I broke up, I’m back to my regular costume. I wear it every year,” she explains.


  “You should mix it up,” I say.


  “What costume?” Jackson is looking between the two of us, clearly intrigued.


  “Straight girl,” we say in unison, and he laughs.


  “I wear a skirt and a blouse and I ogle the men. It’s hilarious.”


  “Fair enough. But if you don’t need a costume, why’d you come shopping with us?”


  “What? And miss the chance to help that one pick out something seriously hot?” She points to me, then holds up her hands in a gesture of self-defense as Jackson raises his brows. “For your enjoyment only, of course. I’ll be ogling the straight boys, remember?” She flutters her eyelashes, clearly working hard to look innocent.


  She turns to me. “Speaking of, why don’t you convince him to go as Superman? Man of Steel, right? And I have a feeling he’d look seriously fine in tights.”


  Jackson laughs. “Ogling men. Me in tights. Are you certain you’re gay?”


  She snorts. “Just because I don’t want to sample the merchandise doesn’t mean I don’t recognize quality when I see it.” She turns to face me. “You appreciate a woman’s tits, right?”


  “I am so not having this conversation.” I look to Jackson for help, but he only shrugs.


  “Don’t look at me. I definitely appreciate a woman’s tits.”


  “Careful or I will make you wear tights.” I slide into his arms and rise up on my toes to kiss him. “And you know I can be very persuasive.”


  “Your tits,” he says quickly. “Only yours.”


  My effort to find a witty comeback is thwarted by Cass’s enthusiastic cries of “Oh! Oh!”


  She’s moved a few rows over, and now she thrusts a cutoff leather jacket into the air. “Biker chick! And Jackson can go as a biker. It’s perfect.”


  It actually does sound fun. Not to mention comfortable, which is always my big complaint about Halloween costumes.


  “Not bad.” Jackson palms my ass and squeezes. “What do you say, baby? Want to be my old lady?”


  “Mister, I think that sounds just about perfect.”


  Once we have a plan it doesn’t take too long to put together the basics of our costumes. We’re at the register waiting to pay and debating pizza or burgers for lunch when my phone rings.


  I have every intention of ignoring it, but when I glance at the caller ID, I see that it’s Reggie Gale, my old boss from my very first real estate job, five years ago in Atlanta. “How are you?” I ask after the preliminaries. “I’m so glad to hear from you. I’ve been meaning to call.”


  “Been too long,” he says. “I thought if you were free we could have dinner.”


  “You’re in town?” Reggie, I mouth, in response to Jackson’s questioning glance.


  “Santa Barbara. But I’m heading down to LA in a bit. Should be there in plenty of time for a drink or a bite if you have the evening free.”


  “I’d love it. I’m with Jackson, though. Do you mind if he tags along?”


  “Steele? I haven’t seen him since Atlanta. It’ll be like old home week. The two of you. Trent.”


  I frown. “Trent? Trent Leiter? Is he coming to dinner?”


  Reggie laughs. “No, I just meant I’m seeing old friends. You two in LA. Him up here. I’ve known Leiter since that San Diego project I worked on with Stark right before I hired you.”


  I can’t think of any business that Trent has in Santa Barbara, and I make a mental note to ask Rachel on Monday if he’s taken her away for a romantic weekend. That would be a treat for Rachel, who usually works Damien’s desk on weekends. But she’s been covering for me so much lately that Damien gave her the weekend off and staffed his desk with one of the floating secretaries.


  We make plans to meet at six-thirty at the wonderful Restaurant at the Getty Center, one of my favorite places in Los Angeles.


  “Which means you want to skip lunch,” Cass says after I explain the change in plans to both of them.


  “Pizza,” I say. “One slice. And then you and I should go change,” I add to Jackson. It’s already almost two, and there is no way I’m going to such an elegant restaurant in jeans and a Dr. Who T-shirt.


  By four, we are both cleaned up and changed. Me into a wrap-style dress that clings in all the right places, and Jackson into one of the suits that he’s left at my apartment.


  “We still have time,” he says as I finish up my routine by brushing mascara on my lashes. He slides a hand around my waist. “I know just how to fill it.”


  “Do you?” I turn in his arms, feeling his heat seeping into me.


  “Two words,” he says, then bends low to murmur, “Getty Center,” before claiming my mouth with his own. I melt into the kiss, my body tingling from my toes all the way up to my lips. And honestly, it’s not just his touch that has set me on fire. It’s the fact that he knows me so well.


  “Why, Mr. Steele, you do know the way to a woman’s heart.”


  “Hopefully into her bed as well.”


  “I’d say your chances are very, very good.”


  We spend the time before meeting Gale exploring the Getty Center property. The center is off Sepulveda Boulevard and high enough in the hills to boast stunning views. More than that, though, the entire property is a testament to the thing that both Jackson and I love—fine architecture. And as we stroll through the grounds, we discuss not only the fine work that the architect, Richard Meier, accomplished with the structures, but how it works in harmony with the surrounding land and other natural elements.


  “Even the stone that he chose,” Jackson says, pointing out the fossilized feathers and leaves that decorate the travertine stones that make up so much of the center. “These are the kinds of elements we need to look out for on the Cortez project,” he adds. “Shells, driftwood, fossils. The rocks that have been beaten and carved by the sea. The more we can work those elements into the design—incorporate them as part of the building materials—the better.”


  We continue like that, chattering on about the Getty, the resort, and the beauty of the space in general until it’s time to make our way to the restaurant.


  Reggie is already there, and he shakes Jackson’s hand enthusiastically and then pulls me into a crushing hug.


  “I like the beard,” I say. He’s always been a big man with a Paul Bunyan build, but now he looks more like Santa Claus with the full, graying beard and mustache.


  “Thought I’d try something new. Always good to keep them on their toes.”


  “Who?” I ask.


  “Everyone,” he says, and then winks.


  We get settled at the table and order drinks, then fall into a convivial conversation full of reminiscing, catching up, and lots of laughter.


  “So what were you doing in Santa Barbara?” I ask as I finish the last bite of my seared scallops.


  “Visiting family, primarily. My nephew is the concierge at the Gateway hotel. He and his wife wanted my advice on an investment property, and I wanted to get away from Houston. Seemed like a win-win situation.”


  “So the investment is a good one?”


  “Some land outside the city. Lots of growth potential. So long as they can afford to keep those assets tied up, I think it’s a good deal for them. And speaking of good deals, you certainly had the right idea,” he says, his attention focused on me.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’ve been paying attention to your Cortez project. A resort that is spread over the entirety of one of the channel islands. Honestly, Syl, it was inspired.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Even if the Lost Tides Resort gets up and running before Cortez, it still won’t have that aspect going for it.”


  I glance at Jackson, who doesn’t appear to understand, either. “What’s Lost Tides?” I ask.


  Reggie leans back in his seat and sighs. “Well, shit. I assumed you’d heard. A developer in the Santa Barbara area is trying to bring a resort to one of the islands. Hasn’t managed to acquire all the square footage, but as far as I’ve heard, they’re moving forward with development.”


  “Who’s the developer?” I ask even as Jackson asks about the architect.


  “Not sure. Apparently, they’re being as anonymous as possible until they’re ready for the big announcement. I guess the plan is that the more drama they can drum up, the more press they’ll get. And the more press, the more interest from the tourism industry.”


  I feel a little sick to my stomach. “So how do you know?”


  “My nephew’s boss,” Reggie says. “He keeps his ear to the ground.”


  I glance at Jackson and grimace. “Well, a little competition never hurts anything.”


  He puts his hand over mine. “Don’t worry,” he says gently. “Our resort is fine.”


  I sigh, then nod, relieved that he can read me so well.


  “He’s right,” Reggie says. “Santa Barbara’s a long way from Los Angeles.”


  “Besides,” Jackson adds. “Santa Cortez has a lot more going for it.”


  “Yeah? Like what?” I’m playing along, expecting him to cite himself.


  Instead, he says, “You.”


  “Oh.” My heart flutters as he squeezes my hand, and from the look in his eyes, I see that it is not a platitude. “Thank you.”


  Across the table, Reggie is watching us. “I wondered if the two of you had gotten back together. I’m happy to see that you have.”


  “Me, too.” I whisper the words, my throat too full of emotion to speak clearly.


  “Ironic that you’re both working for Stark,” he continues, and I feel Jackson stiffen beside me. Hell, I feel myself do the same, suddenly fearful that Reggie has somehow learned about Jackson’s relationship with Damien.


  But that’s not what he means.


  “I mean, the man saved all our asses, didn’t he? Hell, I should probably take a job with him and complete the circle.”


  “What are you talking about?” Jackson asks.


  “The Brighton Consortium, of course.”


  The Brighton Consortium consisted of a group of real estate investors and professionals who had been in the process of developing four hundred acres of land for commercial purposes. Jackson had been their intended architect, and had it gone through, he would have been responsible for a massive complex, including every building in the development. At the time, it would have been his biggest job yet, and he undoubtedly had expected it to be the project that truly launched his career.


  Jackson lets go of my hand. Now he’s gripping the edge of the table. Hard.


  “Stark screwed me out of Brighton,” he says. “He swept in, acquired key parcels of land outside of the consortium’s agreement, and killed the whole goddamn project.”


  “Damn straight he did. Like I said, he saved our asses.” Reggie peers at Jackson’s face, then exhales. “Oh, son, didn’t you know? That project was dirty.”


  “What are you talking about?” His words are measured and wary.


  “I’m talking about fraud. The criminal kind that gets the feds involved waving claims like RICO and securities fraud.”


  Jackson says nothing, but I am relieved to see that his grip on the table has loosened just slightly. “Go on.”


  “I didn’t realize when I got involved, and I got out as soon as I saw what was happening. Brighton’s the reason I decided to retire. Leave Atlanta.” He lifts a shoulder. “Of course, retirement didn’t stick.”


  Jackson says nothing.


  “I’ve known Damien for a while, and when I realized what I’d gotten in the middle of, I confided in him. Apparently someone else in the thick of it did, too. He had no reason to stick his nose in, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to turn a huge profit, but he found a way to acquire those key parcels. As soon as he did, that was the end of it. Brighton went up like a puff of smoke, and so did the risk that we’d all end up with federal convictions hanging around our necks. All of us,” he adds, looking at me.


  “Sylvia? She was just your assistant.”


  “And she may have walked. At the very least, they would have latched onto her as a witness, made her testify. And you—”


  “I would have been hard pressed to avoid a conviction,” Jackson says slowly. “I was all set to get an extremely lucrative commission. It would have been hard to prove I wasn’t completely hooked in.” He closes his eyes and runs his fingers through his hair. “Shit.”


  “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news. I assumed you knew.”


  “I didn’t,” Jackson says. “But I appreciate you telling me.” He turns to me. “I flat out accused him of knocking my career offtrack. And he didn’t say a thing.”


  “Damien’s not a man to justify himself to anyone.” I meet Jackson’s eyes. “Reminds me a little bit of you.”


  The fund-raiser for the Stark Children’s Foundation is scheduled to start at eleven, with a lunch buffet, activities for the kids, and then a speech by Damien and a live auction, complete with a cattle auctioneer that Damien found in Texas.


  Cass and I arrive at about eleven thirty, and I immediately start looking for Jackson, who’s been here since eight.


  The fund-raiser is being held at the Greystone Mansion, a popular event location in Beverly Hills. The 1920s mansion itself is huge—over forty thousand square feet—and is tucked away in rolling hills and lush landscaping.


  The event is being held in conjunction with Stark Sport Camp, and the entire property is dedicated to the kids who are staying the full weekend for a variety of games and other activities. For camp, the foundation has rented the entire property. But the fund-raiser—which is only a few hours out of the weekend—is being held primarily on the main floor of the mansion, with a few activity stations set up outside on the portable sport courts.


  I see a basketball court set up off to the left as Cass and I head into the mansion. “There it is. Jackson’s community service.”


  “That’s what he’s doing?” Cass asks. “Basketball?”


  “Honestly, I don’t know. Let’s find him and ask.”


  We enter the main area with the polished checkered floor and stunning grand staircase that has graced so many movies. Along the sides of the room, buffet tables are set up. Adults and children are going through the line, then taking their food to the small cafe tables that are provided both inside and out.


  “I don’t see him,” I say, though I do see several familiar faces. Evelyn Dodge, for one, a Hollywood agent and friend of Damien’s. She’s a dynamo with publicity and I recall that Damien was going to ask her advice about releasing news of his relationship with Jackson to the public. As far as I know, though, they haven’t discussed it yet.


  I also see Charles Maynard, Damien’s attorney who also represented Jackson on the Reed assault case and negotiated community service in lieu of a conviction. Ollie McKee is here, too. He’s one of Maynard’s associates, and he’s been helping Cass with her plan to franchise her tattoo parlor.


  I point him out. “Oh, good,” she says. “A familiar face.”


  I laugh. “What am I?”


  “About to abandon me to go find Jackson. And you know it.”


  “True,” I admit. “Catch up with you later?”


  “Absolutely.”


  She heads off to Ollie, and I start to make the circle. I check the buffet tables first, because I think it’s very likely that he got stuck serving food. But he’s not there. In fact, he doesn’t seem to be anywhere.


  I follow the crowd and end up in a wonderfully colorful garden out back. But there is still no Jackson. I’m starting to think that with the size of this place, I’ll never find him.


  Finally, I see someone I recognize, and I catch up with Stacey, the assistant director of the S.C.F. “Do you know where Jackson is?” I ask after the standard greetings.


  “He’s down by the petting zoo. His friend with the little girl can’t stay, so I gave him an hour off to hang out with them.”


  “Can’t stay?” My heart sinks for Jackson. I know he was looking forward to spending some time with Ronnie. And I was looking forward to meeting both the child and the mother.


  As Stacey had said, I find him at the petting zoo that’s been set up at the rear of the gardens. He’s kneeling beside a little girl with curly black hair as dark as his own. She’s wearing the little pink cowgirl outfit, and I can’t help but smile.


  I look around, but don’t see Megan, so I move closer, approaching from the side. I don’t want to disturb Jackson’s moment with Ronnie, but at the same time, I want to meet her.


  I’m at an angle where I can see her face now. Her huge blue eyes and little cupid bow of a mouth. She has her hand out, and Jackson puts a few pellets of goat food in her palm.


  “Okay, just hold it out, and he’ll eat.”


  She does, but as soon as the very eager goats approach, she slants her palm, and all the food falls off.


  Jackson laughs. “No, sweetie. Keep it flat.”


  “They’ll bite me.”


  “What? Like this?” he asks, then moves in close making num num noises as he pretends to eat her all up.


  She squeals and squirms. “No, Uncle Jackson! That tickles!”


  “That’s the idea, squirt. Okay, ready to try again?” His eyes flick up and he sees me. For a moment, I feel like I’m intruding, then his smile widens to include and welcome me.


  I come over slowly, because Ronnie has gotten with the program and I don’t want to accidentally scare off one of the goats as she thrusts her little hand out, then giggles as goat lips brush her palm.


  When I finally arrive, Jackson stands and puts his arm around me. “Do you know who this is?” he asks Ronnie.


  “Sylvie!”


  I squat down so I’m eye level with her. “Very good. How did you know that?”


  “’Cause Uncle Jackson said you’re pretty.”


  I tilt my head up to see him. “Oh, he did, did he?”


  “Yup. Who am I?”


  “You are Ronnie.”


  “Yes!” She holds out a hand covered with goat spit, clearly wanting a high five.


  I happily oblige.


  “More food?” Having finished the greetings, she’s ready to get back to the goats. I stand and slide into Jackson’s embrace. “She’s darling.”


  “She really is.”


  From a few yards away, I hear a woman calling, “Jackson! Finish up, okay? The taxi’s waiting.”


  “That’s Megan?”


  “Yes. Stay with Ronnie a minute?”


  “Sure.” I take the bag of goat food and join the little girl.


  And though I’m honestly not trying to eavesdrop, I can’t help but overhear bits of their conversation, which consists of Megan insisting they have to go, and Jackson asking her to reconsider, promising to bring Ronnie to the hotel in plenty of time for them to catch their evening flight.


  Megan sticks to her guns, though, and after a moment, Jackson calls me over, indicating that Ronnie can stay at the pen. I join them, and as he introduces us, I try to form an opinion of this woman. I know she’s a friend of Jackson’s, I know he cares about her, and I know she’s dealing with a lot of problems. But I’m also seeing a woman who seems overly harsh, problems or not. After all, the poor kid has only been to the petting zoo and the grounds are practically a fairground of children’s activities today. So my desire to like her is tempered by my feeling that she’s being unreasonable.


  And, yeah, that whole jealousy thing still lingers.


  After the introductions, Jackson goes back to gather Ronnie, and I hang behind. “If you’re worried about him watching her while he does the community service thing, you don’t need to be. I’m happy to help.”


  “No. That’s not it. She just needs to come with me.”


  “But if he’s willing to watch her and bring her—”


  “That’s not his job.” She snaps out the words, and I decide that I should probably keep my nose out of this.


  I go with Jackson to put them in the taxi. I give Ronnie a big hug and get a sloppy kiss on my cheek in return. Jackson does the same, and is similarly rewarded. He hugs Megan, and we stand back as the taxi pulls out, watching the little girl waving at us from the window.


  “God, I adore that kid.”


  “I’m not surprised. She’s pretty adorable.”


  “I’m sorry you didn’t meet Megan at her best. She’s under a lot of stress.”


  “I get it,” I say. “Single parenting must be hard. What about Ronnie’s biological dad?”


  Jackson hesitates, then shakes his head. “He wasn’t in the picture.”


  “That’s a shame.”


  Jackson leads the way down a stone path, and I walk beside him, holding his hand.


  “Is it?”


  I look at him, confused. “What?”


  “It’s just that everyone says it’s hard to grow up without a father. But look at you and me. We probably would have been better off.”


  I consider what he says, and I can’t deny there’s merit. “I guess it’s the kind of question that can only be answered in the specific. How can we say which would be better for Ronnie without knowing all the details? As for you and me—” I cut myself off with a shake of my head. “These are the kinds of big philosophical questions you shouldn’t discuss without wine. Because if I grew up without a dad, does that mean Ethan would have died?”


  He looks at me, then kisses my forehead. “I guess all we can do is live the life we have.”


  “Together?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Good answer,” I say.


  We pause to watch some kids playing catch with parents and volunteers. I lean against him, and he wraps his arms around me. It feels nice. It feels comfortable. And though I don’t want the moment to end, I can’t help the way my mind wanders, thinking about this place, these people. Ollie. Charles.


  “You tensed up,” Jackson says, and I frown for being so transparent. “What are you thinking?”


  “About what Damien said Friday night,” I admit. “About Reed bringing a civil lawsuit now that the criminal one is wrapped.”


  “Mmm.”


  “I saw Charles. Have you talked to him about that?”


  “That and other things,” Jackson says. “He thinks it’s likely Reed will use the threat of a civil suit as leverage. And since I pled guilty to assault, it’s pretty much a lock.”


  “You’d end up paying him damages.”


  “Or I let him do the movie and he drops the case.”


  “Asshole.”


  “I agree. Of course, I had Charles relay that I’ll pay the damages. I can’t predict what they’ll be, of course, but my bank account is doing fine. And I’m not one to bend over to blackmail.”


  I shudder. “It’s all such a mess.”


  “There’s some good news, at least. Charles told me that Ollie is working hard with Cass. He thinks it’s a good business for franchising and she’s asking all the right questions. Doing her homework. Playing it safe even while making the leap.”


  “That is good news.”


  He tells me more about who he’s chatted with as we continue down the stone path. We’ve gone quite far before I realize that Jackson is supposed to be working this function. When I call him out for slacking off, he just laughs.


  “I still have a few minutes of my free hour. Plus, I’m on my way to my next job.”


  “Which is?”


  He gives me a flat-eyed stare. “Apparently, I get to be my brother.”


  I’m baffled until we arrive at the portable sport court that has been set up as a small tennis court. Damien is there, hitting a ball back and forth over the net with a boy who looks to be about eight.


  He sees us and waves, then calls over one of the volunteers to take over for him. He says a few words to the kid, then joins us.


  “Thanks for doing this,” Damien says. “I think you’ll enjoy it. The kids get so excited when they hit the ball.”


  “So do I,” Jackson says dryly. “Trust me when I say that tennis skill doesn’t run in the family.”


  “You’ll do fine.” Damien takes a step back toward the court. “Come on.”


  “One second, okay?”


  Damien eyes him, then nods. “What’s on your mind?”


  Jackson nods toward me. “Sylvia and I had dinner yesterday with Reggie Gale.” He draws a deep breath. “I owe you an apology.”


  “Do you?”


  “I blamed you for Atlanta. Turns out I should be thanking you.”


  “I made a business decision,” Damien says, still in pure business-mode. “Nothing more.”


  Jackson studies him for a moment. “All right.” He starts to move toward the court. “Ready?”


  “Wait.”


  Jackson stops. I stand perfectly still, feeling a lot like an intruder, but I’m afraid if I leave, I’ll disturb whatever is happening between these two men.


  “I want to show you something.” Damien pulls out his phone, finds something on it, then passes the device to Jackson.


  Jackson reads, then frowns. “The press is lambasting you about cave crickets?”


  “An internal email was leaked this morning,” Damien says, which is something I hadn’t yet heard. “In it, I said that we weren’t going to shut Cortez down because of a species of crickets that the EPA says is protected.”


  “And somehow the press got your email.”


  “And they’re taking it out of context. The discussion was with my staff and the goal was to research whether or not the species really is endangered. It isn’t.”


  Jackson passes the phone back to Damien. “Why are you showing me this?” It’s the same question I have—especially since the EPA has already told me that we’re now in the clear and that Cortez is on track.


  “The cave cricket issue has been resolved. But the release of this email doesn’t look good for the resort. And the timing of this new round of sabotage so soon after your return to the project is very telling.”


  I watch Jackson’s posture go rigid. And my stomach does a few flips of its own.


  “What exactly are you saying, Stark?”


  “I’m saying that someone is fucking with us. With both of us.”


  For a moment, Jackson doesn’t react at all. His face is as unreadable as Damien’s during a board meeting. Then finally, cautiously, he says, “You don’t think it’s me.”


  “I did,” Damien admits. “I don’t anymore. But I do think the timing is key.”


  “So who’s doing it? Jeremiah?”


  “He’s definitely at the top of my list.”


  Jackson shakes his head. “I don’t believe it.”


  “Then don’t believe it. But you need to know something. Whether or not Jeremiah Stark is behind the sabotage, he’s not a good guy. He’s not a victim. He’s a manipulative narcissist. The sooner you realize that, the better.”


  “What is it you think?” Jackson asks. “That I’m wearing rose-colored glasses? I know damn well that Jeremiah’s not an innocent man.”


  “I’m glad your eyes are open.”


  “Wider than they used to be,” Jackson admits. As if to illustrate the point, he looks around at this camp and the fund-raising activities to benefit abused children. “I read the press after your trial.”


  “Did you?” Damien’s voice is cool. Though Damien is intensely private, he’d gone public recently with some of the horrific shit that had tainted his childhood. It was a seriously brave thing to do; I’m not certain I would have had the courage.


  “Did he know?” Jackson asks. “What Richter did to you? Did our father know?”


  For a moment, I don’t think that Damien will answer, and to be honest, I very much want to leave. But I don’t think that either man realizes I am there anymore.


  Time seems to slow, and Damien says nothing. Then he looks Jackson in the eye. “He knew.”


  Jackson closes his eyes. When he opens them again, his expression is harsh, and I can practically feel his desire to hit someone. “He hurt us both, Damien. He wrapped us in a web of lies and deceit.”


  “Do you think I don’t know that?”


  Jackson drags his fingers through his hair, looking at me as he does. “That’s not the kind of thing a father should do. You expect a parent to do the best for a child. To take on the burden, no matter how hard it might be. And definitely not use the kid as a pawn.”


  He turns his attention back to Damien. “We were pawns, Damien.”


  “And now we’re not,” Damien says.


  “No,” Jackson agrees. “We’re not.”


  Jackson holds out his hand to me, and I go to him, relieved that he doesn’t mind that I just heard that entire exchange, and also pleased that he wants me at his side.


  “I never thought I’d say this, but I like you, Stark. If it weren’t for all the shit around us, we might have been friends.”


  Damien’s smile reaches his eyes. “Nikki said the same thing, more or less.”


  “Really? When?”


  “When we met in the Bahamas and you turned down my first offer for a resort project. I told her I couldn’t read you. That I couldn’t decide if I liked you or hated you. She said I liked you.”


  “Did she? Why’s that?”


  Damien grins. “Because you’re one of the few people who’s managed to say no to me.”


  Jackson laughs, and I bite back a laugh of my own.


  “Don’t make a habit of it,” Damien continues.


  But Jackson just cocks his head toward the court. “Come on, little brother. Let’s go play some tennis.”


  twenty-one


  This week, I’m back on Damien’s desk for Monday since Rachel is out for the day. Damien’s out of the office until almost five, but that doesn’t mean I get to coast. His desk is nonstop busy. Mostly because the man is seriously freaking busy all of the time, but part of it is because Rachel is still pushing aside the projects and tasks she’s not completely comfortable with.


  That wouldn’t be a problem if I were away on vacation. But she’s supposed to be training as my replacement. Which means I have to add talking with Rachel about her job parameters to my ever-growing to-do list.


  I don’t, however, consider my pile of work to be a bad thing. It keeps my mind off all the social media speculation about me and Jackson, Jackson and Megan, Jackson and the movie, Jackson and his assault on Reed. Plus, my mind keeps drifting to Ethan and dinner with my parents.


  All things considered, I’m happy for the distraction that comes with Damien’s very busy desk.


  I’m on the phone with the president of Stark Manufacturing in Hong Kong when Damien walks in. I mute the call as I hand Damien a stack of mail. “I’ve got Mr. Cheng on the line. Shall I transfer him to your office?” Since it’s the middle of the night in Hong Kong and likely urgent, I expect Damien to say yes, and I already have my hand on the proper button on the phone.


  Damien, however, surprises me.


  “Tell him I’ll call him back in half an hour, then come in. I’ve got a couple of things to discuss with you.” He doesn’t sound angry, but he also doesn’t sound pleased. I can’t imagine that I did something wrong, because surely I would have heard about it by now. Has Rachel messed up something I need to fix? Has there been more bad press about the resort?


  I’m a bit on autopilot when I finish the call with Mr. Cheng, then pick up a notepad and head into Damien’s office. He’s behind his desk reviewing correspondence, and he points at one of the guest chairs, indicating that I should sit. I do, then cross and recross my legs as I wait for the gauntlet to fall.


  Finally Damien puts down the document, then looks at me. He says nothing for so long that I have to fight the urge to fidget. After what feels like way too long, he gets up, then moves around the desk so that he is now in front of me. He leans back against the desktop, and though his posture is ostensibly casual, I know him well enough to see that the opposite is true. His motions are planned, his air of relaxation intentional.


  What I don’t understand is why.


  Finally, he reaches behind him and pulls a folder from the corner of his desk. “There’s something I think you should see.”


  I take the folder and see that it is from Pratt & Associates, the private investigations firm we routinely use for employee background checks. I glance up at Damien, but I don’t yet look inside.


  “I like Jackson,” he says, as if we’re just having simple cocktail conversation. “And I no longer believe that he’s behind the problems we’ve been having at the resort.”


  “But?”


  His eyes dip to the folder in my hands.


  It’s clear I can’t avoid whatever is inside. I take a breath, flip open the folder, and then jerk back as if I’ve been bit by a snake.


  It’s a petition to establish paternity and parental rights filed by Jackson Steele regarding Veronica Amelia Fletcher.


  Veronica. Ronnie.


  The boat. Of course. Jackson’s boat is called the Veronica.


  She’s his daughter.


  Oh, dear god, Jackson has a child.


  And never once has he so much as hinted at this new, harsh reality that is now staring me in the face. Even after the night on the boat. Even when he told me all about Megan, he still said nothing.


  Oh, god.


  My skin feels hot, my throat tight.


  I swallow and flip through the document. Attached to the end is exhibit A: a positive paternity test based on DNA analysis. And although the petition was filed recently, the paternity test is several years old.


  Nausea wells inside me, and I sincerely doubt that I will get out of this room without throwing up. It takes every ounce of strength I have to remain calm, my expression even.


  “I wasn’t sure if I should tell you.” Damien’s voice is gentle. “For all I knew, Jackson might have told you himself. Or it might be the kind of thing you just don’t want to know at all. But considering the press attention both of you have been getting lately, I thought I should show you.”


  I look down at the document again so that Damien can’t see my face. I’m angry and hurt and confused.


  Mostly, I feel betrayed. And numb.


  I pass the file back to Damien. I really don’t want to touch it. “Why do you have this?”


  “We do a background check on everyone who works for the company. You know that.”


  “We don’t pull pleadings from other states,” I say.


  “Actually, I believe the policy is clear that employees or contractors who also happen to be my half-brother are subject to a deeper investigation.”


  I lean back, surprised.


  Damien shrugs. “I wasn’t searching for dirt. I just wanted to know more about my brother.”


  I want to hug myself, because I am cold—so very cold—but I don’t want my veneer to fall. I don’t want Damien to see what a wreck I am, or how much those few pieces of paper have sideswiped me.


  I nod, then force a smile. “Well, I appreciate you telling me. I really do. It means a lot that you thought to do that. That you were concerned about me. But the truth is that I already knew. Jackson told me.”


  “He did?”


  “Of course,” I say, as if there could be no other answer.


  How very much of a lie that is.


  I push myself up out of the chair, hoping I don’t look as freaked out as I feel. “I’m leaving early today, remember? I should probably go make sure whoever human resources sent up is all set.”


  He nods, looking at me in that way he has, as if he can see right into my head and reveal the lie.


  I really hope that’s not true.


  He watches me for so long that I’m afraid he’s going to start cross-examining me. But then he smiles, all charm and goodwill. “All right,” he finally says. “So I’ll see both of you in Santa Monica in a few hours?”


  Drinks. After the lesson with Nikki and Wyatt.


  Shit.


  “We’ll be there,” I say brightly.


  He moves back behind his desk, nods in dismissal, then dives back into his correspondence.


  I exhale slowly and head toward the door leading out of his office and to my area. I expect to find one of the floating secretaries behind my desk.


  Instead, I see Jackson.


  “Hey,” he says. “You almost ready?”


  I hesitate just past the open doorway. I’m not ready for this. I am so very, very not ready for this.


  At first I just stand there, numb and uncertain. But then the door shuts behind me, and when I hear it click shut, it’s as if I’ve been pushed back into action. I take a step toward my desk. “We’re rescheduling the photography thing,” I lie. I keep my eyes down, as if the notes on my pad are the most important scribbles in the history of the world. “There’s something going on in the Hong Kong office. I’m going to work late with Damien.”


  “That’s too bad.”


  As I slide behind my desk, I catch a glimpse of him and manage a disappointed smile. “Yeah, well. Rain check. But you should head out.”


  “That’s okay. I’ll stay. I have plenty to do on twenty-six. We can grab some dinner when you’re done.”


  “I’ll probably eat at my desk.”


  I’m talking to him, but I’m still not looking him in the eye. I can’t, because I don’t want to cry or scream, and I’m afraid if I look, I will do exactly that. Right now, I just want him to go. And that simple fact makes me want to cry the hardest.


  “Syl?” His voice is both gentle and wary, and I realize that I can keep very little from this man. “What’s wrong?”


  I know I should tell him, but I can’t. He’s held on to his secret; I can hold mine for a little bit longer.


  “Nothing. Hong Kong. I’m distracted.”


  It’s clear he doesn’t believe me—smart man—but he doesn’t call me on it. “All right,” he says carefully. “I’ll be working on twenty-six. We can drive home later together.”


  “I’ll use one of the company cars.”


  “Not necessary. I have plenty to do.” He looks right at me, and I know that he doesn’t believe a word I’m saying. “I’ll drive you home. It’ll be nice to have time to talk.”


  He goes to the elevator without waiting for me to reply. He pushes the call button. And he doesn’t once look back.


  Shit.


  I don’t even realize I’ve made a decision until I reach the elevator, too. It’s just arrived, and as he steps on, I do as well. And as soon as the doors close, I turn on him, letting all of the temper I’ve been holding in fly. “Goddamn you, Jackson Steele.” I feel hot and cold at the same time, and so full of fury I could burst. “You put on this big act. Tell me you don’t want to keep secrets. And yet when the opportunity is staring you right in the face, you don’t say a single goddamn word.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I’m talking about Ronnie!” I shout, shoving him in the chest and making him stumble back a step. “I’m talking about the fact that you have a daughter.”


  He goes completely gray as every ounce of blood drains from his face. He reaches behind him as if he needs the solidity of the elevator wall to steady him.


  I stand frozen, waiting for him to deny it. To tell me I have it wrong—so very wrong.


  He doesn’t.


  Instead, he asks, “How do you know?”


  I lift my chin. “The paternity test. It’s public record, Jackson.”


  “Public record? Only if someone’s looking. Who’d be—that son of a bitch.” He meets my eyes, his flashing with anger. And with hurt. “Damien.”


  I say nothing, but it doesn’t matter. I’m sure the truth shows on my face.


  “That fucking prick.”


  I wince, realizing that whatever detente Damien and Jackson have reached, I’ve clearly just destroyed it.


  He takes a single, wary step toward me. “Syl, we need to talk.” His voice is softer now, as if he has put the anger away in a box. For a tiny moment, I’m proud of him, because I have a feeling all he really wants to do is hit something.


  I’m not, however, proud enough to go with him. Not now. Not when I need to be alone.


  “No,” I say. “Maybe we do need to talk, but I can’t right now. I need to think.” I feel myself sagging with sudden, horrible exhaustion.


  “Syl—” He is reaching out for me, and those damn tears are welling in my eyes again.


  “No,” I repeat. “I’m sorry, but I am going to Santa Monica tonight.” I meet his eyes. “And, Jackson, I need you to not go with me.”


  “Here’s to excellent students and negative spaces,” Wyatt says, lifting a beer in a toast.


  We’re in Hard Tails, a relatively new bar on the Third Street Promenade just a few blocks down from my condo. Damien and Nikki are on one side of the booth, and Wyatt and I are on the other.


  It’s odd not to be sitting by Jackson, but I try not to think about him. I’ve been trying not to think about him all evening.


  So far, I’m not managing that task too well.


  “So a good report card on these girls?” Damien asks.


  “Oh, yes. A-pluses all around.”


  “I’m so proud,” Nikki teases, then passes her camera to Damien so he can check out the photos she’s taken.


  “These are great,” he says. “I especially like the one with the pier.”


  “That one was Syl’s idea. But I think we both nailed it.”


  Wyatt points a finger at both of us. “What did I tell you? Negative space.”


  We don’t meet with Wyatt as regularly as I would like to, but he always has a theme for his lessons. Today’s was composition. Using negative space—or the empty part around the object—to tell part of the story.


  My passion is taking pictures of architecture, and after taking a number of shots of buildings near the beach, I’d finally looked out toward the ocean, then realized what so many photographers have discovered—that the famous Santa Monica Pier is a great subject for a photo.


  I’d placed the pier down and to the left in the image, leaving a great deal of negative space filling the frame—the darkened ocean, the dimming sky. I’d shown it to Nikki, and even though she prefers to photograph faces, she’d taken a similar shot.


  Now my mind is stuck on the idea of negative space. On seeing what’s not revealed and making meaning out of it.


  Jackson and I were both keeping secrets—our personal negative space. And I suppose that Wyatt is right about the negative space telling the story, because god knows there was a lot of story hidden in both our secrets. My father and Ethan. Megan. Ronnie.


  Does that mean that negative space in relationships is about trust and secrets? And is there ever a time when there is no negative space to be found?


  In a photograph, that would be crowded and horrible.


  But in life?


  In life, don’t we want the secrets revealed and the negative space filled?


  I don’t know, and when the waitress arrives with another round of beer and a huge basket of cheese fries, I’m happy to abandon my philosophical moment.


  The conversation turns to nothing in particular. The shows Nikki and Damien saw in Manhattan. Wyatt’s upcoming trip to Chicago. Soon enough, we have to call it a night. Damien has an early morning overseas call, and I’m ready to be alone.


  “I need to hit the ladies’ room,” Nikki says. She looks at me. “Come with?”


  It’s a totally transparent invitation, but I accept it nonetheless.


  “I heard about the paternity action,” she says as soon as we are alone in the small bathroom. “You okay? You seem a little shell-shocked.”


  “I guess Damien didn’t believe me when I said I already knew.” I grimace. “And I thought I was hiding it so well.”


  A small smile touches her lips. “I just got a peek.” She reaches out to touch my arm. “Seriously, if you want to talk about it.”


  I do, I realize. I really do.


  “It’s just—I mean, the man has a daughter. He didn’t think maybe that would be important to mention?”


  “Does it bother you? That he has a kid?”


  “No,” I insist. “It’s the fact that he didn’t tell me when there were so many times that it would have fit right there into the conversation.”


  “Believe me, I understand. I’m married to a man whose natural state is to keep secrets.”


  “And you’re okay with that?”


  Nikki shrugs. “I won’t deny it drives me crazy. But I’m not in his head, you know. And especially before we were married, I think I wanted to know things to prove to myself that he and I were okay. But that doesn’t mean I had a right to those secrets. Not unless they affected me, too.”


  “Oh, I think having a kid affects me.”


  She lifts a shoulder. “Maybe it doesn’t. Or maybe he’s scared to tell you.”


  I just shake my head, not sure what to say to any of that.


  “Come on, Syl. You guys are amazing together, but that doesn’t change the fact that you pushed him out of your life five years ago. Maybe he’s afraid you’re going to do it again.”


  “No.” The word is vehement and full of certainty. I look her straight in the eye. “No way. There’s nothing that would push me away.” Even this, I realize. It’s a bump. A fight. But in the end we’ll work our way past it. Won’t we?


  “And he knows that?” she asks.


  “Of course.”


  “Fair enough. Maybe he doesn’t want to tell you because there’s nothing to tell. Damien told me that his attorney hasn’t gotten a court date. Maybe he’s not going to pursue it. Or maybe he was planning to tell you tomorrow or next week and you jumped the gun. I don’t know, Syl. But neither do you.”


  “You think I shouldn’t be mad.”


  “I didn’t say that. Be mad all you want. Just don’t be unfair.”


  I think about that. Have I been unfair?


  She leans back against the porcelain sink. “The thing is, I’ve seen you two together, and it’s intimate, you know? You fit. And I’m guessing that it’s even more intimate than you’ve let on. But that’s not—I mean—oh, shit.”


  “What?”


  “It’s just that intimacy’s not a key, you know? You don’t just get close to someone and expect that to open a door and everything comes tumbling out like an overstuffed closet.”


  I have to sigh. Because she’s right. And I know that. It’s just that this secret is so big that it seemed like a game changer. But maybe it’s not. Maybe the game stays the same.


  twenty-two


  Jackson’s not answering his phone, which probably means he doesn’t want to talk to me.


  Honestly, I don’t care. We need to talk, and if he wants to send me away or lock me topside on the boat while he goes below deck, he can do that.


  But until he takes those extreme measures, I’m doing whatever it takes to get to him. To talk to him.


  To tell him how I feel.


  And, yes, to tell him that I was wrong.


  Which is why I am now pulling into the marina and parking my car. And when I do, I realize that the reason I’m able to park so close to Jackson’s boat is because his car isn’t in its assigned slot.


  Fuck.


  I try to think where else he could be, but the fact is that I just don’t know. LA is a big city, and he could be anywhere.


  I pull out my cell phone and dial the office, checking in with both the night receptionist and the security staff, but I am assured across the board that Jackson isn’t at Stark Tower.


  He wouldn’t have gone to a club—not even to blow off steam.


  And while his usual modus operandi is to fuck his way through moments like this, even after a fight, I do not believe that he would find another woman.


  Then again, that’s not really his MO, is it? I’m the one who begged him to use me when he felt out of control. When he had to lash out.


  It’s not a fast, hard fuck that he’ll be gunning for.


  It’s a fight.


  Shit.


  I close my eyes and try to figure out what to do. I’m certain that I’m right, but that knowledge doesn’t do me a whole lot of good. This is LA, after all, where hard bodies rule, and that means there are more gyms in this city than Damien has dollars.


  I haven’t got a clue where to start.


  And since I don’t know where to go, I’m going to have to settle on going nowhere.


  I make my way onto the boat, grateful that Jackson has given me a spare key.


  I get a glass of wine and settle on the couch in his office area, thinking that I’ll take my mind off his absence by watching a movie or something, but I’m way too distracted for that. I’m actually considering calling Ryan and getting that intelligence agent friend of his to track Jackson’s OnStar when I realize there’s one thing I haven’t tried.


  I stand up, trying to remember the name of the friend who was hooked in to where all the underground fights took place. Butter? Cutter? No, Sutter! I do a little fist-pump, because I’m certain that I’m right.


  Not that the name does me any good on its own, but if Jackson has Sutter’s contact info …


  I head over to his desk and poke around for a Rolodex or address book. But like all the rest of us, Jackson is living very squarely in the twenty-first century. Which means his contacts are filed electronically. Which means they are on his computer.


  Which means I can’t get to them unless I can figure out his password.


  Which I am absolutely going to try to do, despite personal privacy and all those buzzwords. Because, frankly, I’m worried. And, yes, because I need to see him.


  I try the basics first—his birthday, his social security number—which I get by calling the security team at Stark. The license plate number of his car. When those don’t work, I try the name of his projects. His company. His boat.


  Nada.


  Finally, I try my name, and am disappointed when that doesn’t work, either.


  But it does give me an idea, and instead of using the Veronica, I simply try Ronnie.


  And, voilà, the computer buzzes to life.


  Since I’m really not trying to snoop, I go straight to his contacts and do a search for Sutter. I find him, Clay Sutter, easily enough, and scribble both his office and mobile numbers onto a scrap of paper. Then I log out, pull out my own phone, and dial.


  There’s no answer at the office number, which doesn’t surprise me as it’s already past ten at night. I hang up when the answering machine clicks on, and try Sutter’s mobile number. Voice mail there, too.


  Well, hell.


  I hang up, because I’m not prepared to leave a message. Will he hear it tonight? More important, will he deliver it?


  I’ve just decided that I don’t have a choice, and am about to call back, when it occurs to me to text him. After all, voice mails require logging in, opening the message, listening to it. Lots of people ignore voice mails, myself included, unless I absolutely recognize the number.


  But a text will flash across his phone screen, and that’s what I want.


  So I tap one out, then revise, then tap some more.


  Finally, I send my message:


  
    Looking for Jackson-911. This is Sylvia. Please, do you know where he is?

  


  It will either work or it won’t, but I figure it’s my very best shot, and I hold my phone in both hands and say a silent prayer.


  Less than a minute later it rings, and I practically drop the thing trying to get to the button to answer the call. “Hello? Sutter? Hello?”


  “You’re Sylvia? His girl?”


  I’d been standing, but now I collapse into Jackson’s desk chair, my knees suddenly weak. “Yes. That’s me. I’ve been looking everywhere for him. Do you know if he’s—”


  “He’s at my place,” Sutter says. “Or he was when I left him an hour ago. My boy was a wreck. Needed to work off some energy. So I gave him the extra key and told him to lock up when he leaves.”


  I run that through my addled brain. “So, he’s not in a fight? One of those underground rings?”


  “Not tonight, he’s not. Hell, I don’t think anyone’s got a fight going on tonight.”


  “I need to see him. Can I go? Will you tell me where to go?”


  He hesitates.


  “Please.” My voice cracks as I beg.


  “There’s not another key,” he finally says, “and I doubt Jackson would hear you knocking. Park in the back and go in through my private office. There’s a keypad lock.”


  He rattles off the lock code and the address, and I am so grateful that I would have kissed this man if I could.


  I use my phone to map the address and end up in a run-down strip shopping center by the airport. Most of the signs for the businesses are broken and the windows covered with brown paper, but three still remain in business. A thrift store, a liquor store, and the gym.


  That’s all the sign on the facade says—GYM—but that’s all I need to know I’m in the right place. That, and the sight of Jackson’s Porsche parked in front, looking vulnerable in this seedy neighborhood.


  My car, a simple Nissan I’ve had since I started working for Damien five years ago, isn’t as sexy or fancy as the Porsche, but it looks vulnerable as well when I park it all by itself behind the gym. It has a car alarm that I rarely use. Tonight, I activate it.


  Fortunately, Sutter was thorough in his instructions, and it’s easy to find the door to his office, and once I’ve punched in the code and entered, I pull the door shut and lock it. The office is bare bones but neat, with what looks like an army surplus desk, a couple of filing cabinets, and lots of awards and certificates framed on the wall in plain black document frames that you can buy at any drugstore.


  The gym is as simple as the office. It is mostly mats and free weights. Nothing like the gym at work with row after row of weight and cardio machines. Here, there is a treadmill for cardio, and that’s about it. There’s also a boxing ring, slightly raised and padded, and I imagine that’s some pretty serious cardio, too.


  But it’s the far left corner that interests me as I stand in the doorway between this main area and the office. Because that is where Jackson is, shirtless and in loose gym shorts. His back gleams with sweat, and he is pounding away at a punching bag.


  I don’t know how long I watch him—a minute, an hour, a year?—but finally he seems to run out of steam. He turns away, breathing hard, and as I step backward into the shadows, I see that the ferocity in his punches isn’t reflected on his face. Instead, he looks tired and a little lost. And that, I think, is because of me.


  He walks to the locker room, and once he has disappeared inside, I step out of my hiding place. I follow him, slowly entering the plain white room that smells of soap and antiseptic. I see rows of lockers, and then off to the left there is a line of shower stalls with thin plastic curtains. Jackson is in one. He thinks he’s alone, and the curtain isn’t closed. He is facing the tiled wall, letting the water pound on him. After a moment, he leans forward and puts his hands on the tile, his head down, his posture full of defeat.


  No.


  I toe off my canvas shoes, then peel off my jeans and underwear. I leave them on the floor, then pull off and discard my shirt and bra as well, so that by the time I have reached the shower, I have left a Hansel-and-Gretel-style trail of clothes across this tidy, mopped floor.


  I pause for a moment behind him, afraid that this is a mistake. But even if it is, I’m going forward. Whatever the consequences, I have to talk to him. I have to apologize. And I have to know the story; I have to know about Ronnie.


  I enter the stall, then slide my arms around his waist.


  He freezes at first, and I have a split second to think that perhaps sneaking up on a naked man from behind in a shower stall is a very bad idea.


  Then his body relaxes. He says nothing, but turns in my arms. His eyes meet mine before I glance down and see his cock go hard, as if matching the intensity of his expression.


  His gaze slides over me, and I start to speak, but he shakes his head. Just the slightest movement, but it silences me. Then he pushes me back so that my now-heated skin is pressed against the tile. There is heat in his eyes. Hunger. And in one fast, almost violent movement, he claims my mouth, his hands on the tile on either side of me.


  We touch nowhere except our lips, and yet I feel him throughout my entire body. My skin tingles. My cunt throbs. My breasts seem to beg for him to touch me, rough and wild. To take and to claim and to—


  He spins me around so that now I am facing the shower stall, and he pulls my hips toward him, holding on to me so that I don’t slip. Again, he says nothing, but he puts my hands on the tile, so that now I am bent forward at the waist, and he is behind me. He strokes his hands over my back, then over my ass, then he urges my legs apart and slides his hand between them. I am completely wet, and desperately aroused. I want him to use me. I want him to fuck me.


  And then he is over me, one hand cupping a breast as the other guides his cock to my core. When he’s positioned, he doesn’t hold back, just cups my breasts and slams hard into me again and again, deeper and deeper.


  I am on fire, wildly turned on by not only the way he feels pounding inside me, but also by this reality. By coming to him, giving myself to him in both apology and passion, and then knowing that he needs this. That he needs me.


  This will be fast, I know, for both of us. I can feel the pressure building inside of him just as it builds inside me. I’m close, so close to the edge as he slams harder and harder into me, and when he finally cries out in release, I join him, my body clenching tight around him, drawing it out so that he clutches my breasts tight and I moan in the complete, decadent, wild pleasure of this moment.


  It was fast and brutal and incredibly powerful.


  Most of all, it felt right. It felt like an apology and a promise.


  He holds me while we catch our breath, his lips brushing the back of my neck. Then he urges me up and under the shower spray. He stands close to me, using a washcloth to clean us both before turning off the water. He grabs a towel from a pile near the stall and dries me, then wraps me in a dry one. He dries himself next, then wraps the towel around his hips.


  “Sylvia,” he says. And it is the first word he has said since I arrived.


  I close my eyes and draw a breath. “I’m sorry I lashed out at you. I put you on the spot and I punished you for not telling me a secret, and that was horrible of me, especially since I’ve already told you that I understand about secrets. They’re yours, not mine, and I don’t have any right to demand them.”


  “You have every right to this one,” he says. “A child affects you, too.”


  I draw in a shaky breath. “You didn’t tell me—and, and I guess I thought that meant that I don’t mean to you what I thought I did.”


  From his expression, you would think that I’d landed a physical blow. “Oh, sweetheart, no.”


  “Then why not tell me?”


  He drags his fingers through his wet hair, then leads me back to the lockers. I gather my clothes as we go, and as Jackson opens his locker, then starts to dress, I do the same. “Everything’s happened fast with us, and I’ve only recently made up my mind about Ronnie—to push the action, set a court date, and bring my little girl home.”


  I frown, because something about what he says doesn’t make sense to me. But I can’t put my finger on it.


  “More than that, though, I think I was afraid to tell you.”


  “Afraid?”


  “You didn’t sign up to be with a man with a child.”


  The words are flat and hard and they weigh heavy on me. “Sign up?” I repeat. “Like we all pick a queue for our lives and our loves and that’s where we go and we never veer out of our line? It doesn’t work that way, Jackson.”


  I’m dressed now, and I go to him. He’s in jeans, but he hasn’t buttoned his shirt, and I press my palm against his bare chest, letting his heartbeat resonate through me. “I love the man, Jackson. Architect, lover, father. And I’m not saying that a child won’t change things between us, but we can make it work. I want to make it work.” I meet his eyes, overwhelmed by the tenderness I see looking back at me. “I don’t know a thing about toddlers. But I love you, Jackson. And you love Ronnie. That makes it a no-brainer for me.”


  “Oh, baby.” He pulls me close and kisses me, long and lingering and so wonderfully sensual that when he finally breaks it, I have to sit on the wooden bench or else fall to the ground in a puddle.


  “You are amazing, you know that, right?”


  I grin. “I like to think so,” I say, making him chuckle. “What did you mean when you said you’d bring her home?” I’ve finally realized what is bugging me. “What about Megan?”


  “Megan’s not her mother. She’s her legal guardian.”


  “Oh.” I frown. “Who is?”


  “Amelia,” he says, and everything clicks into place.


  “The screenplay is right. She was obsessed with you.”


  He finishes buttoning his shirt and sits on the bench beside me, then takes my hand. He looks down at our joined fingers as he speaks. “I was dating Carolyn, Amelia’s twin. Not seriously, but we enjoyed each other. She was easy to be with and I—I wasn’t looking for anyone permanent. I was raw after you, Syl. I just wanted a woman in my bed. Someone to take the edge off.”


  His words are painful to hear, all the more so because this is a chain of events I set in motion, but I say nothing. I just sit and I listen.


  “Amelia had a crush, but I never cared for her. They were identical twins, but looks were the only thing they had in common. Amelia was narcissistic and had a cruel streak. A selfish streak. And one night she came into my bed dressed as her sister, wearing Carolyn’s perfume. She said nothing, and she woke me up with kisses and touches and—at any rate, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I thought Carolyn had come home early from a trip. It wasn’t until after I’d fucked her that I got my wits back and realized she was Amelia. It was that one time, but it was enough.”


  “She was pregnant.”


  “She was. And she tried to pressure me into marrying her. I said no. I didn’t love her—I despised her, actually. Or pitied her. And I didn’t love Carolyn, either.”


  He takes a deep breath, and though I have a million questions, I force myself to stay quiet.


  “I told her I wasn’t even sure the baby was mine—and that was true. Amelia slept around. But she insisted that it was, and part of me believed her. But I wasn’t about to be pressured into marriage, and when the house was done, I left. A few months later, she had the baby. And a week after that, she lured her sister into a work shed. Used a revolver to put five bullets in her, and then used the last one to kill herself.”


  He is speaking evenly, almost matter-of-factly. But he is gripping my hand hard, and I can tell that every word is painful.


  “Megan got custody of the baby.”


  “She did. And she called me. She knew—as much as anyone did—that Ronnie was mine. She also knew—and now Arvin was involved—that the whole thing would be a huge scandal. She was awarded legal guardianship, and the family asked me to not claim the child. At the time, I thought that was best. I was shell-shocked. Confused. Lost. Hurt. I don’t even know. And I was traveling so much, working twenty-four/seven, that I didn’t think I could be a good dad. A solid father. I sent money regularly, started college funds, bought presents. Then I started visiting. Megan and I became friends—and, yes, we slept together once, but there was nothing real there. But there was something real between me and Ronnie. I grew to love her. And though I didn’t need a paternity test to know she was mine, I had one anyway.”


  I think about the little girl’s eyes and hair, and I feel like a fool for not having seen it before. “It was positive,” I say, stating the obvious. “When did you take it?”


  “Ronnie was about eighteen months old.”


  I frown a little as I nod. I know that, of course; I’d seen the test attached to the court documents. “Why didn’t you file a paternity action then?”


  “I thought about it,” he says. “But Ronnie’s well-being has always been my chief concern. At the time, that meant me being her uncle. She had Megan and Tony, and though they hadn’t adopted her, they stood as Mommy and Daddy.”


  He runs his fingers through his hair. “So she had stability. Care. She also had Megan’s maternal grandparents around to help. Still has them, of course, even though David, Megan’s grandfather, had a small stroke last year. He’s bedridden. But her grandmother, Betty, is a rock. I’m pretty sure that woman is invincible.”


  “What about Arvin? For that matter, what about Megan’s paternal grandparents?”


  “Dead,” he said. “And Arvin was having none of it, and his wife passed away a while back, so he had no wife to soften his stance. Even so, staying in Santa Fe with Megan and Tony and Betty was a much better situation than bouncing all over the world with me and growing up in the care of a nanny.”


  I nod, taking it all in. And I understand the decision he’d made. “It must have been hard,” I say.


  I can hear the loss and longing in his voice when he says simply, “It was.”


  “But now you’re pushing to establish parental rights?”


  “I want custody now. It’s what’s best for Ronnie.”


  “Because her life was stable when Tony was alive, but now with all of Megan’s problems …”


  I trail off, and he picks up the thread. “Exactly. I hate it, but I can’t deny that Megan’s losing her grip—and I need to keep Ronnie safe. I need to be her dad, not her uncle.” His voice gathers force. “More than that, I want to be.”


  “And Megan’s okay with that?”


  “Yes and no. When she’s level, she is. And so is her family, especially Betty, who’s been a huge ally to me.”


  “And when Megan’s not level?” I ask.


  “She wants me to stay the hell away.” He frowns, his expression all kinds of sad. “Even when she’s level, though, she’s concerned. When you first saw her at the screening, we argued, remember?”


  I nod.


  “Megan was chewing me out about bringing Ronnie into the thick of this shit. She’s going to be surrounded by enough scandal with the movie, Megan said. But how much worse will it be if we add to that by revealing that I’m her father?” He frowns. “The thing is, all of that is true.”


  I draw in a breath, because he is absolutely right. The kid will be the focal point of a media shitstorm.


  “That’s why you don’t want the movie made.”


  He squeezes my hand. “That’s why it won’t be made,” he says, “and that’s what I told Megan. There’s not going to be a movie. There are two people in this world that I will protect no matter what. You and Ronnie.” He meets my eyes. “I’m not letting that movie get made, Sylvia. There’s been enough trauma in that little girl’s life. Whatever it takes,” he says, “I’m shutting Reed down.”


  “Do you know what I’d like to do tonight?” Jackson asks. We’re in the Porsche, just pulling into the marina parking lot.


  It’s after eleven, and we’re both exhausted. Big emotional revelations will do that. “If you say go out dancing, I will have to hurt you.”


  “I want to sit in bed with you beside me, a drink in my hand, and the television playing some mindless program. Possibly with a book, but that depends on how mindless the show is. What?” he says, apparently realizing that I’m staring at him.


  “Nothing,” I say. “Just that I only this minute realized how absolutely perfect you are.”


  A shadow flickers across his eyes. “I worry, you know. That I’m doing the right thing for her even without factoring in all the bullshit with the movie. I mean, what do I know about being a dad?”


  I take his hand. “I think worry is one of the signs of a good father. I think that worry is part of the package.” I brush his cheek with my thumb. “You’re going to do great. She’s a lucky girl to have you.”


  I don’t know if I’ve eased his concerns, but the shadow fades, replaced by a slow smile. “And you?”


  “Me?”


  “Are you lucky to have me?”


  My heart twists. “Luckiest woman in the world.”


  He holds my gaze; his is so intense and vibrant that it not only steals my thoughts, but makes my body hum.


  “What?” I finally manage.


  “I’m just looking forward to our lazy night in bed.”


  “Oh.” A flicker of disappointment cuts through me.


  “In the interest of full disclosure,” Jackson says. “I should probably tell you that I have every intention of fucking you awake tomorrow morning.”


  “Oh.” I lick my lips. “Thank you for the heads-up, Mr. Steele. I look forward to getting fucked.”


  It is, frankly, a truly wonderful night. Law & Order isn’t mindless, but we’ve both seen the episode before so it might as well be. I flip through a photography magazine while we watch, and Jackson reads the book that Psycho was based on, then tells me we need to watch it over Halloween weekend.


  “Maybe after Jamie’s party?”


  “It’s a date.”


  I am actually going so far as to write the movie date into my phone’s calendar when it rings—and the caller ID shows Siobhan O’Leary. I frown, but answer. “Siobhan?”


  “Hey, Sylvia. Long time, huh?”


  “Yeah. Hey. What’s up?”


  “I saw the pictures of you and Cass. The ones that have been going around after you guys were at Westerfield’s. And, well, I’ve been meaning to call her, so I thought that was like a sign.”


  I smile. Siobhan always said signs were bullshit.


  “Anyway, I tried to call, but I think she’s blocked my number.”


  “Yeah,” I say. “She did.”


  “Oh.” I hear a clicking, and imagine that she’s tapping a pencil near the phone. “So I figure I have two options. I can get a new phone number, or you can ask her to unblock. I figure the second option is better, because I’m pretty attached to my number. And if I get a new one and she hangs up on me, I’m just going to be out the cost of a new number. Not that she’s not worth it, but it seems a little wasteful.”


  Okay, she’s made me laugh. And that’s always a good sign.


  “All right,” I say.


  “Really?”


  “No promises, but I’ll ask her. Wait a couple of days before you try again. She might have to talk herself into it.”


  “That’s okay,” she says. “I’ll wait as long as it takes.” And she sounds so sweet and enthusiastic and just genuinely happy that I am grinning when I end the call.


  “What’s up?”


  “Cass’s old girlfriend wants to get back in touch. I told her I’d tell Cass to unblock her number.”


  “This is a good thing?”


  “I think so,” I say. “Siobhan and Cass always clicked. I mean, they fit together like watch gears, you know?”


  He smiles just a little. “I do.”


  “It blew me away when they broke up—it was for all the wrong reasons, too. Siobhan’s bi, and her parents were pressuring her to get back together with an old boyfriend.”


  “It didn’t work.”


  “Guess not,” I say. “But now I’m a little worried. I don’t want Cass to get her heart broken again.”


  He rolls over and kisses my shoulder. “If they click—if it’s right—then Cass will be fine. After all,” he adds gently, “that’s what second chances are for. And you and I should know that better than anyone.”


  twenty-three


  I spend the entire next morning running around like a crazy person at work, and so I feel perfectly justified taking a small break in the early afternoon to bring my camera down to the graphic design department so that I can pull the memory card and print out a poster-size copy of my photograph of the pier.


  Not that I think I’m Ansel Adams—or even Wyatt Royce—but I’m proud of it, and I think that Jackson will like it, too. Maybe it’s silly, but I want to surprise him with a present. Something unique. Something me.


  Which explains why I’m about to use work resources for my personal gain.


  Thankfully, no one in the graphics department has a problem with this. In fact, the manager, Joan, thinks it’s such a great idea that she offers to help me so that I’m certain to get all the various settings on the printer right.


  She also offers to print off the rest of the images on my card so that I’ll have hard copies. Of course I agree, and while she copies my files, I hang out in the department talking with the artists and looking at the preliminary sketches of the proposed logos for the resort.


  “I’ll have a messenger walk them up to you when the slew is printed,” Joan says as she hands the memory card back to me.


  I thank her profusely, then head up for a meeting with Aiden followed by a telephone conference in Damien’s office with Dallas Sykes about that boutique that I’d mentioned at dinner. Turns out he thinks it’s a great idea.


  I want to go down to twenty-six and see Jackson, but he dropped me at my car this morning before heading on to a warehouse in San Bernadino to look at samples of various building materials and won’t be back until late.


  When I return to my desk, I’m pleased to see that Joan has come through. There’s a thick clasp envelope with my name on it lying on my desktop, and I can’t wait to see how the photos turned out.


  I open the clasp, dump the contents on my desk, and then back away as quickly as if I’d been attacked by a snake.


  I stand there, my back pressed to the fabric-covered wall of my cubicle, my stomach roiling.


  These aren’t the photographs I’ve taken of structures around Santa Monica. Instead, the pictures are of a teenage me. Half-naked. Arching back for the camera. Touching myself. Arranged in all the poses that Reed dictated. And I’d complied, because that was the job—to do what he said. To get the money.


  To save my brother.


  What did it matter that I’d been ashamed? That I’d hated it?


  I realize with a start that I am standing there frozen. But this is a cubicle, and anyone can pop by and stick their head through the door.


  With a small, panicked cry, I burst forward, then start to shove all the photos back into the envelope. As I do, I find a small, white envelope mixed in among them. It has no address, just my name.


  I stare at it, certain that whatever is in the envelope is worse than those photos.


  I don’t want to open it. I don’t want to know.


  Roughly, I shove it to the far side of my desk, and then scoop the photos back into the big envelope. I seal the clasp. I cram the whole thing in my purse.


  I want to run to the shredder, but I know that I can’t. I have to keep them.


  And, dammit, I have to know what the letter says.


  Slowly, I open it. Inside the envelope there is a small piece of paper with just a few words, but they are enough to send me falling into my chair as my knees buckle.


  
    The public sees the movie or these pictures. Tell Steele it’s up to him.

  


  Oh god oh god oh god.


  I sit there, my hands on my knees, trying desperately to remember how to breathe. I’m not doing a very good job, and I’m afraid that any minute, I’m going to pass out. But I know that I have to hold it together. I’m in a fucking cubicle and I don’t want anyone to see me like this.


  I try to think what to do, but my mind doesn’t seem to be working right.


  Jackson. I need Jackson.


  I fumble for my phone, then have to resist the urge to fling it across the room when it rolls to voice mail. I try again and again, but there is no answer. I start to send a text message, but my hands are shaking too much.


  I need to get out of here. If I can just get out of here, then maybe I can breathe.


  I take my tote bag and my phone and I head toward the elevator, then ride it all the way to the lobby. When I arrive and have cell service again, I text Rachel. I’m proud that I’ve calmed enough to manage that small task. I tell her that I’m meeting with a list of contractors and will be out of the office for the rest of the day.


  Then I get back into the elevator and descend to the parking garage. And then, when I’m finally in my car, I clutch the steering wheel, close my eyes, and cry and cry and cry.


  Enough.


  After a good ten minutes lost in a crying jag, I grip the steering wheel, squeeze my eyes shut tight, and force myself to calm the fuck down. This sucks, yes. It’s completely, totally, one hundred percent fucked up.


  But that doesn’t mean I have to go spiraling down into hysterics like some doe-eyed twit from the seventeenth century.


  I am not a weak woman. I’m not.


  I saw what I wanted with the Cortez resort, didn’t I? And I went after it.


  I found the strength to walk away from Jackson five years ago when I thought I had to. And, yes, I had the mettle to later admit that I still wanted him, and that we could battle my nightmares together.


  All of which translates into strong, right? So what the hell am I doing breaking down in my car?


  I already melted down once over this asshole’s pictures of me. I’m not going to do it again just because there are more. Even if these new pictures are a billion times more horrible.


  I’m not weak, I tell myself again. Because the more I say it, the more I believe it. I’m strong.


  Hasn’t Jackson told me so over and over and over?


  Jackson.


  Christ, I’ve been selfish. Wanting him beside me to help me find strength, when the fact is that he’s just as deep into this as me. More, maybe, since at the end of the day what Reed wants is to make the movie, not release the pictures. Jackson’s going to be just as angry as I am scared. And he’s going to need me just as much as I need him.


  Even while the thought makes me sad, it also comforts me. Because we’re in this together, he and I, and the truth is that we’re a pretty damn good team. Not only are we planning an entire resort together, but we’ve survived a hell of a lot of shit.


  We can do this.


  Granted, I don’t know how, since Reed has put us at crosspurposes—but we’ll figure it out. That’s what we do.


  But I need Jackson beside me to do it, and so I rub my hands over my eyes, tell myself very sternly that I cannot break down over the phone, and dial his number again.


  This time—thank you thank you thank you—he answers on the first ring.


  “Good afternoon, Ms. Brooks,” he says in the kind of voice that suggests that he’s happy to hear from me, but deep into business-mode. “I’m just sitting down with Mr. Pierce to talk price on a couple thousand tons of burnished copper plating. Can I call you back in a few?”


  “I—yes. Of course.”


  There is a pause, and when he speaks again, his tone is low and careful, as if he’s treading over broken glass. “I’ll leave right now. Where are you?”


  I close my eyes, a little ashamed that I’m so relieved, and that he knows me so well.


  “In my car, but I’ll meet you at the Stark suite at the Century Plaza hotel,” I say, referring to the suite that the company keeps open for visiting clients. I happen to know it’s currently unused. And while it’s foolish, I don’t want to show him those horrible pictures inside either of our homes.


  I close my eyes and shudder as, once again, the memory of those images washes over me. “Actually, the bar,” I say, because right now, I really want a drink.


  I hear him curse softly under his breath. “Are you okay?”


  “No,” I admit. “But I will be when I see you.”


  “What’s happened?”


  But I can’t tell him. Not like this. And the truth is that I don’t want to have to tell him at all.


  I sigh. “I’ll leave something for you at the front desk. Get it, then come find me.”


  I know he wants to argue, but all he says is “I’m on my way.”


  He clicks off, and I close my eyes, letting the relief wash over me.


  I take a few moments to pull myself together and fix my makeup before I pull out of the garage and start the trek west from downtown to Century City.


  There’s a wreck on the 10, so it takes me longer to get there than I’d planned, but Jackson is coming all the way from San Bernadino, so I know that he has not arrived before me. I get the key to the suite from the girl at the front desk, then leave the envelope for Jackson. I hesitate before handing it over to her, not liking the fact that it is out of my hands.


  Somehow, that seems like a metaphor for the whole damn situation.


  I consider going straight to the room, after all, but the lobby bar is too appealing to pass up. It’s not quite four, so the post-work crowd hasn’t yet arrived and there are tables to spare. Even so, I sit at the actual bar, my back to the main lobby area, and order a glass of pinot.


  The bartender is not a chatty type, and I appreciate that. I have worked through panic and nausea, and now I am just drifting. Not in a happy place so much as an away place.


  I’ll come back down to earth when Jackson gets here. Until then, I’ll drink wine and pretend like there’s nothing wrong in my world.


  I finish my first glass and then another. I’ve just taken the first sip from the third glass the bartender slid in front of me when I realize that he’s there.


  I haven’t seen him. Haven’t heard him.


  I am simply aware of him. His heat. His intensity.


  He is like a radio emitting a low, powerful frequency, and right now, I am completely tuned to him.


  Slowly, I put down my glass, then look over my shoulder to find him. He is only standing at the edge of the carpet that separates the bar area from the marble flooring. He’d gone to work in casual dress, appropriate for spending the day in a manufacturer’s warehouse.


  There is, however, nothing casual about him.


  Even in jeans and a simple white button-down shirt, he projects power and ferocity. He holds the envelope with the photos and threatening note in his hand, and though it hangs loose at his side, the knuckles on the hand that hold it are white, and I can see the tension in his arms.


  His face tells a similar story. His jaw is so firm that I am certain his teeth are clenched. As for his eyes—they burn with the heat of a man about to go to battle, and I am certain that a similar fire reflected in the eyes of ancient warriors before they went out to decimate a village.


  In other words, Jackson is holding it together—but his composure comes at a price.


  I open my mouth to say his name, but he shakes his head and holds up a finger. Then he steps to the bar and puts down a hundred-dollar bill. He takes my hand to help me from my stool, and the shock that runs through me from even such simple contact is enough that I must hold on to the edge of the bar for a moment in order to keep my knees from collapsing out from under me.


  He is tight with contained energy, and the thought that I will be the woman in his arms when he lets himself go makes me wet with anticipation.


  Dear god I want this. Want him. I want the release of abandonment. The safety of giving myself to him. I want the delirium of being swept out of myself.


  And I want the hours of bliss in which the photographs and the threat and the horror that surround us are, if not forgotten, at least pushed aside. Diminished by the power of the explosion that will erupt between us.


  As he leads me through the hotel toward the elevator, I practically vibrate with need. I feel it from Jackson as well—the intensity and effort with which he is holding back—and I fear that we will both succumb before we even make it to the room.


  I’m far from wrong, and the moment that we are through the doors, Jackson slams me against the wall with such force that a picture falls from its hook to the floor. His hands cage me, and though he doesn’t touch me anywhere else, he is so close that my entire body sizzles from the heat of him.


  “Tell me you want this.”


  “I want it. Please, Jackson, you know I want it.”


  “Tell me what you want.”


  I swallow, but I know that I have to say it, because he will not touch me until I do. And so help me, I cannot stand to wait even another second to feel this man against me. “I want you to take me. To use me. You feel out of control because of what that bastard is doing to us? Then take control now. Take it from me, Jackson. I want you to.”


  As I finish speaking, I hold my wrists together and out to him.


  He tilts his head and breathes softly. I can almost see him thinking—and I can definitely see the desire rising in his eyes. And when he unbuckles his belt and rips it off, I know that I have won—and my body throbs in anticipation.


  Every part of me is sensitive now, as if my entire body is simply one erogenous zone waiting for his touch. So much so that when his fingers brush my arms as he wraps the belt multiple times around my wrists and forearms, a wild tremor cuts through, and I know that I am on the verge of having the most explosive orgasm of my life.


  He takes his time making sure the belt is secure, and when my wrists are bound tight together and there is no way that I can wriggle free, he gently eases them up above my head. I hold them there, understanding what he wants, as he gently traces his fingers over my still-clothed body.


  I tremble, wanting so much more than this soft pleasure. This sensual tease.


  “Now tell me why.” He pulls me close to him so that I feel his erection against my abdomen. I am breathing hard, my senses on overdrive.


  Why? Because right then I think that I will die if he doesn’t take me.


  I don’t say that though. My mind is a whirl, my thoughts scurrying.


  “Tell me,” he repeats. His voice is a low tease, a gentle whisper. But there is a hard undercurrent, and it is a demand. Either I answer, or he backs off. “Why,” he repeats. “Tell me, baby.”


  He runs his hands up my side, and then along my arms that are stretched above my head. His fingers reach the belt that has bound my wrists together and he grabs hold, jerking it upward so that I gasp and rise up onto the balls of my feet. “Why give yourself to a man like this?”


  “Not a man,” I whisper. “Just you. Only you.”


  I watch his face, and I see the way his mouth curves up in a flicker of a smile in response to my words.


  The smile doesn’t reach his eyes. They are still hard and hot and demanding. “Why?” he repeats.


  I know what he wants to hear. He wants me to tell him about my need to feel in control. About how I need to surrender it to him—I need to give it, rather than having it ripped from me. He wants to hear me speak about fear, and about how submitting to him is our way of giving me back control and battling the nightmares that these horrible photos will unlock.


  And all of that is true.


  But there is one reason that is more so.


  “Because I love you.”


  He closes his eyes and draws a long, deep breath. And his cock, already hard against my abdomen, pushes almost painfully against me.


  I’d worn a dress to work today, and the low neckline dips to a V between my breasts. He draws his fingers down over the swell of my breasts, following the path of material and flesh. His eyes are on mine, as blue and deep as the sea.


  “Mine.” The word is hard and harsh and full of passion and power. And in one bold, wild move, he fists his hands into the material, and rips the dress open, exposing my breasts and my stomach, all the way down to the band of my thong.


  I gasp. I’d liked that dress, but I like this feeling—wild and abandoned and taken by Jackson—a hell of a lot more. And right now, I’m certain that I have never been so wet and so aroused in my life.


  He strokes my breasts, finding and releasing the front clasp of my bra. He pushes the cups to the side, exposing me, then takes a single step back from me, breaking contact.


  His eyes skim me, and I shiver from the slow inspection. “You’re so lovely.” His voice is rapturous, and there is something about such tender words said in a wild moment, that makes the words that much sweeter.


  Sweet, however, isn’t what Jackson wants or what I need, and I am breathing hard when he puts his hand on my shoulder and urges me down until I am on my knees in front of him.


  I know what he wants—hell, I know what I want. My wrists are still bound, but my fingers are free, and I manage to unbutton the top, then tug down the zipper on his jeans. I free his cock, hard and thick like velvet-encased steel, then use my tongue to tease up the length of him, all the way to the tip and the salty drop of pre-cum. My cunt clenches as I taste him, and my nipples—already tight with need—are almost begging for attention.


  “Go on, baby.” His voice is raw, and I know that he needs this as much as I do. He needs it hot. Wild. But most of all, he needs us. “Suck my cock.”


  The command, spoken with such precision and force, seems to ricochet through me, all the more powerful because those were the same words that Jackson said to me on his lot in the Palisades the day he told me that I couldn’t fight my nightmares unless I gave up control and submitted.


  And that is exactly what I’m doing now.


  I take him in, just a little at first. Teasing and tasting. Sliding my tongue along its length. Teasing the tip, then drawing him in. Playing and sucking and finding a rhythm that has his hands fisting in my hair and rough noises of pleasure escaping his throat. And though this started with the illusion that I have some control over this moment, that is all that it is—an illusion. Because soon enough, he has me at his mercy, and instead of me teasing him, he is fucking my mouth. Going deeper and harder until I have to concentrate to breathe. To take him in. Because I cannot move back or adjust, I can only submit to him and to this supremely intimate moment.


  I’ve never really loved giving head, but this is different. Hotter. Wilder. I’m subjugating myself for his pleasure, and that is strangely powerful, and supremely arousing. I’m so desperate for him. But not to fuck—not yet. Instead, I want him to take this all the way. I want to feel him explode. To have him lose his grip completely.


  I want that bite of pain when the fingers he has twined in my hair tighten. When he loses all reason and simply lets go.


  Most of all, I want to know that I am the one who caused that.


  I can tell that he is close—his body is tight and stiff, his cock throbbing with the need for release. And though I have very little use of my hands, I manage to squeeze his balls, and am rewarded when that added touch sends him tumbling over. He explodes in my mouth, clutching my hair tight. And as he does, hot threads of pleasure shoot through me to pool between my legs, bringing me that much closer to my own release.


  I manage to swallow, and when he pulls out, both of us breathing hard and satisfied, I cannot deny that despite my submission—despite being held in place and fucked hard—I am absolutely light-headed from the power of this moment.


  “Christ, sweetheart. I think you just about destroyed me.”


  My body tingles with the praise. “In a good way, I hope.”


  “In the absolute best way.” He scoops me up and holds me close to his chest as he bends to kiss me. When he straightens, I hold my still-bound hands up, then lift my brows in question.


  “Oh, no,” he says. “Not even close.”


  And the words, said with such potent ardor, send a fresh shiver of anticipation coursing through me.


  He carries me to the bedroom and puts me gently on my feet in front of the mattress. “On your knees.” He gives the order as he peels me the rest of the way out of my destroyed dress. “Facedown. Elbows on the bed. And, baby,” he adds as he tosses my bra toward a nearby chair, “I want to see your ass up high.”


  I am now clothed only in my thong, the vibrator necklace that I have worn daily as ordered, and my shoes—black slides with three-inch heels. I do as he says, and as I climb onto the mattress, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror over the dresser. My skin glows, and my eyes sparkle. I look radiant with pleasure, and when I meet Jackson’s eyes in the reflection, his stern, commanding countenance breaks for just a moment to reveal a small smile of approval.


  “You were made for this,” he says. “For me.”


  He nods toward the bed as he steps toward me, and I look away, positioning myself as he asked. He steps behind me, then strokes his palm lightly down the line of my spine before cupping the globe of my ass.


  “You are mine, Sylvia. From the first moment I saw you in Atlanta, I knew that there was no other woman for me. Not before, and not ever again. You are the light that fills my days and illuminates my nights.” I close my eyes, lost in both the meaning of his words and the passion with which he speaks them. “You are the rhythm of my heart.”


  He slides the thong’s thin strip of material aside, then slips his fingers into my cunt before stroking my perineum. He teases my ass, and I bite my lower lip. The sensation is incredible, and when he presses against me, I feel my muscles clench, then relax as he gently slides a finger inside me.


  “Oh yes,” he says, as I gasp from the unexpected pleasure of this new invasion. “You belong to me. But I’m yours, too. Wholly and completely.”


  He is sliding his finger deeper inside, and his words, so sensual and soft, are in direct contrast to this deeply prurient touch. He orders me to stay still as he continues to tease my rear as my body adjusts. And, yes, as I crave more.


  Too soon, he slides out, and I whimper. “The lady liked that,” Jackson says, still standing behind me. “One day, we’ll try more than a finger.”


  The promise excites me, and when he lightly smacks my bottom, the impact sets off a chain reaction inside me. I shiver as electric sparks seem to spread out from my clit, like a tiny preview of a massive orgasm to come.


  “Don’t move,” he says, and then leaves the room. I immediately mourn the loss of contact, and it is all I can do not to beg him to return.


  I hear him moving in the suite. Drawers opening. Things rattling. Is he in the kitchen?


  Then I hear his footsteps as he returns, and I start to turn my head to look at him, but am stilled by his sharp, quick, “no.”


  I stop, then move only long enough to face forward.


  Soon enough, he is behind me again. He rests a possessive hand on my back, and I am surprised by how much this calms me. As if the world is simply not right without the brush of Jackson’s skin against my own.


  “I spanked you once and used my hand, and loved the way the sweet sting lingered on my palm. But this isn’t entirely about me, and I’m wondering if you might enjoy something just a bit different.”


  Oh. He is stroking me now with something slightly rough. Not leather. Not metal.


  Wood, perhaps?


  I’m not sure, and when he lifts it from my ass, then smacks it lightly down again, any potential for further analysis goes right out of my head. There is just this sensation—a light sting, and not nearly enough.


  “Do you want more?”


  “Yes.”


  The word bursts out of me far too fast, and Jackson chuckles. “As you wish.”


  He repeats the smack, this time harder, so that my ass burns with a deep red pain that thrums and throbs with each additional spank. Between each blow he rubs me, and that sensation—a gentle touch over tender skin—is both soothing and arousing, as if each sweet touch sends the deeper pain further inside. It builds and builds, until there is no longer any pain at all, but a floating kind of pleasure that spreads out from my ass to bathe my entire body, sensitizing me and making me wild and hungry for more.


  “Are you sore?”


  “Yes,” I whisper, as he slips his hand between my legs and strokes me slowly, teasing my clit before slipping two fingers inside me. I am still wearing the thong, and the sensation of the material rubbing against me as he enters me is one more piece to this puzzle of wild sensuality. One more thing that is pushing me toward the edge.


  “Do you like it?”


  I hesitate, my eyes closed. “God, yes.”


  He doesn’t reply, but rewards me with another spank, but as this one lands, he thrusts his fingers in deeper. I gasp at the unexpected sensation and at the hard and fast way my cunt tightens, clenching around his fingers as if in a silent demand to be fucked—and fucked hard.


  He does it again and again and again, and I am so wet that I am dripping, so desperate to be fucked I am almost crying. The pain from the spanking has transformed completely. It is pleasure and need and demand, and when Jackson takes my hips and yanks me toward him so that I slide along the bed, it is all I can do not to burst into tears of joy.


  Behind me, I hear Jackson strip. He is out of his clothes in a heartbeat, and inside me just as fast. Soon he is thrusting hard, and with each slap of his pelvis against my red and sensitive ass, another wave of pain-like pleasure crashes over me. It is all so much, and I feel like I am spinning from the cacophony of sensations that are assaulting me. I need an anchor, and as always Jackson knows what I need, and even as he pistons hard against me, he slides his hand around my body until his fingers find my clit.


  He strokes and teases me, building me up higher and higher until I can’t take it any longer and all this pleasure and pain and wild writhing ribbons of electricity come together in an explosion so violent and wild that I am certain I will not survive.


  My body convulses, my muscles tightening around his cock, my back arching up as I try to contain the pleasure. I am still on my knees, my wrists still bound, but I fist my hands in the sheets, then cry out again as Jackson thrusts once more into me, then groans from his own wild release, his body shaking as he bends over me, hot and hard and satisfied.


  “Oh my god,” I finally say. “That was—”


  “Amazing.”


  I make a soft noise of agreement, but say nothing else. I am so wiped that even those few words exhausted me. We stay like that for a bit, but soon Jackson moves to my side. He helps me turn onto my back, then reaches for the belt that binds my wrists.


  I tug them away. “Not yet. Jackson, I want—”


  “More?”


  I lick my lips, not certain I should say this thought that has come unbidden into my mind. It’s too wild, probably too stupid, and if it all went wrong I would be mortified. But it is also a symbol that I’ve not only survived Reed, but thrived. That I’m strong now. And that it is Jackson—not Reed—to whom I have surrendered.


  He watches my debate play out on my face. Now he says, “Tell me what you need.”


  “I want you to take my picture.” I speak quickly, the words spilling out before I can change my mind. “Like this. Bound. Only for you,” I add quickly. “But I need—”


  “To know that it exists,” he finishes, and my relief that he understands is a palpable thing. “To know that you’re mine and that you’ve given this to me.”


  “Yes.” I lick my lips. “Will you?”


  “I only have my phone.”


  I nod.


  “And I want to capture you when you come.”


  “I—oh.”


  His smile is a little wicked. “If we’re doing it, we’re doing it right.” He walks to me and takes the necklace from around my neck. He turns it on, then puts it in my hand. “Spread your legs, baby, and tease your clit.”


  I think I should protest, but I am already wet again from the thought that Jackson will watch me. Will photograph me.


  I do not know what it means, but I know that it excites me.


  He puts a pillow under my head and I do as he asks. I close my eyes, spread my legs, and with my wrists bound, I tease myself with the small pendant. I can’t touch my clit directly—I’m way too sensitive for that—but as I move the vibrator in small circles—as I think about Jackson at the foot of the bed watching me, the camera photographing me—my body rises up again, getting wet again, tightening again.


  The metal pendant turns warm and that change in temperature makes me gasp even as the controlled vibrations push me up. Higher and higher, and then higher still.


  I come fast and hard and quick, and as I do, I open my eyes. Jackson holds the phone in one hand and he’s stroking his cock with the other, and I think it’s the sexiest damn thing I have ever seen. “Fuck me,” I whisper, and he tosses the phone onto the dresser behind him and takes me once again, wild and fast, because we both need it that way.


  And when we explode together, and I lay in his arms and wonder how a day that had started so horribly could become so incredible.


  I know the answer, of course. The answer is Jackson.


  Soon, when we can move again, he unbinds my hands. I turn and prop myself on my side so that I can face him.


  “Thank you,” I say. “I feel whole again. Like I’m not going to shatter.”


  “I’m very glad to hear that.”


  “But it’s all still out there. Reed, I mean. He still has us in a horrible position. The pictures or the movie. We’re between a rock and a hard place, and in the end, one of us will get screwed.”


  “No.” He says the word so quickly and firmly that I almost believe him.


  “How?” I ask. “How do we fix this? How do we untangle ourselves from this hell?”


  “I don’t know,” he admits. “But we’ll figure it out. I love you, Sylvia. I love you, and I will make this right for you.”


  Love. The word washes over me, warm and sweet and wonderful.


  “Jackson …” His name is a caress upon my lips. “That’s the first time you’ve said that.”


  “No,” he says. “It’s not.”


  I’m about to argue the point when he continues.


  “I’ve said it every day since I saw you. I say it in the way I look at you. The way I touch you. The way I never stop thinking about you. I’ve said that I love you a million times, Sylvia. This is just the first time I’ve said it out loud.”


  I tremble from the force of his words, and from the emotion with which he said them. They are like a blanket, keeping me safe and warm, and I wrap them tight around me.


  “We’ll figure this out together,” he says, telling me what I said to myself earlier when I was lost in tears and anger.


  But now the world is clear and I’m staring into the crisp, cold light of reality.


  And even with Jackson’s love to bolster me, I cannot help but be afraid.


  twenty-four


  “Good morning, beautiful.”


  I open my eyes to the warm comfort of Jackson’s voice washing over me, followed by the brush of his lips against my temple.


  “Good morning yourself.” I smile and stretch, and despite the worry that still hangs over me, I feel as bright and shiny as the California sun seeping in through the window. “Any brilliant ideas in the light of day?”


  “None yet,” he says. “But the morning is young.” He moves toward the bathroom and I slide out of bed to follow him. “Don’t worry. He won’t do anything too quickly, that would be foolish.”


  “Foolish?” I repeat as I lean into the shower to turn on the spray. “So far, he hasn’t exactly proven to be a brain trust.” Then again, he was managing to very efficiently fuck with both of us, so maybe he wasn’t an idiot, after all.


  The thought doesn’t make me happy.


  I move my towel closer to the shower and then reach in to check the water temperature. Jackson eyes me, his head slanted to one side. “Are you going in today?” he finally asks. “You have to pick up Ethan.”


  “Well, yes.” The thought of staying in the suite or going home hadn’t actually occurred to me. “But that’s not until later. I can leave a bit early, but I have a ton to catch up on.”


  “Syl …”


  He doesn’t say anything else, but I know what he is thinking. I slide toward him and enfold myself in his arms. We’re both naked, and though this moment isn’t sexual, I can’t help but notice the hard press of his body against mine. He feels safe and solid and perfect, and I tilt my head back so that I can look at his face. And at the concern in his eyes.


  “Yes,” I say again. “I’m going in. And I’m strong enough to do it because I know you’ve got my back. And that somehow we’re going to figure a way out of this mess.”


  He is silent for a moment, just holding me. Then he kisses the top of my head. “We damn sure will.”


  I take his hand as I step back, then smile, wanting to lighten the moment. “Come on. I want to enjoy the feel of you in the shower.”


  He doesn’t protest, and soon the water is sluicing over our bodies, and as I stand in the spray wrapped in his arms, I can’t help but think how perfect this feels. “I like this,” I tell him, though that is about as much of an understatement as an understatement can be. “Intimacy. It feels good. It feels right.”


  “That’s because it is.”


  “Tell me again.” My voice is soft, but it holds a plea, and though I do not tell him, Jackson understands exactly what I need to hear.


  “I love you,” he says, and I hold him close and sigh with contentment.


  “I had a thought,” he says when we’re in the Porsche and heading to the office after a late morning. And not a late morning in bed. No, Jackson bought me some sweats and a T-shirt from the gift store, and then we’d walked to the Century City mall, where he’d bought me a fabulous new outfit from Michael Kors to replace the dress he’d so deliciously destroyed. I’ve left my car at the hotel, but I figure we can pick it up anytime.


  “A sexy thought?” I tease.


  He chuckles. “I have those every moment I’m with you, so there’s really no need to remark on them. No, I think I may know a way out.”


  I shift in the seat, turning serious. “A way out? You mean from Reed’s threat?”


  “We’ve been thinking about this as if it’s a straight line. Like tug-of-war. You pull your side over, and my side loses. I pull my side over—”


  “And mine loses. I get it. So?”


  “What if the game isn’t tug-of-war?” He takes his eyes off the road for just a second to look at me. “What if it’s something else entirely? A triangle and not a straight line.”


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “I mean that Reed is playing you and me against each other. But he’s discounting your father.”


  I stiffen. “My father?”


  “Hear me out. Your dad set the whole thing up originally, right? So if your dad confronts him—”


  “Are you insane?” I want to stand up. To pace. And the fact that I’m trapped in a moving car only adds to my irritation. “That would mean me confronting my dad first. You know I don’t want to do that.”


  “Maybe it’s time,” he says gently.


  “The hell it is.”


  “Maybe he needs to understand the full impact of what he did to you,” he continues softly, as if I hadn’t protested at all.


  “No. No. Absolutely not.” Just the thought makes me want to throw up, and I clutch my knees, desperate to escape this claustrophobic box.


  Just the idea—just the thought that my father might know about those horrible photos—makes me both terrified and furious.


  “Do you think I would suggest this if I saw another way? This is all I’ve been thinking about. How the hell do we get out of this mess? And the truth of it is that it all goes back to your dad. To the choices he made and what he did to you.”


  “To me,” I say. “And I’ve dealt with it. And I don’t want to open those wounds.”


  “Sweetheart, we both know you haven’t really dealt with it.”


  “Goddammit.” I slam my palm against the dashboard, because trapped in this car there’s no other way to lash out.


  He winces, but doesn’t miss a beat. “And the truth is, it wasn’t just you. Your son of a bitch of a father was playing fast and loose with my life, too.”


  I cross my arms over my chest and say nothing.


  “He’s responsible for those photographs,” Jackson says. “He sold you, Sylvia. He hurt you. He’s your father and he didn’t protect you, and he’s as much to blame for all of this as Reed is.”


  I keep my lips pressed together, but I don’t deny it. I know the role I played—it was my choice not to walk away because at the end of the day it was about Ethan—but none of that changes what my father did. None of that erases the fact that he set the wheels in motion and that he essentially did exactly what Jackson has said: he used me to protect Ethan. Balanced the well-being of one child against the well-being of another.


  So, yes, I understand that. And I understand the rest, too. “Reed’s threatening me in order to get to you. I get that, Jackson. I do.” I lick my lips. “But I can’t confront my dad. I’m not ready to talk to him about it.” I draw in a breath. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready. Please tell me you understand that. Because I need you beside me tonight. And I need you to not be mad at me.”


  “Oh, baby.” He reaches over and takes my hand. “I’m not mad. Not at you, anyway. As for your father—well, that’s a different story altogether.”


  “A secret story,” I say firmly.


  “Yes,” he says, though I can tell the words eat at him. “A secret.”


  “Oh my god, look at you!” I throw my arms around Ethan’s neck, then laugh as he picks me up and spins me around. My brother is tall and athletic, and he maneuvers me through the air as easily as if I weigh no more than a feather.


  That wasn’t always the way. When he was sick in his tweens and early teens he’d faded away to almost nothing, and the robust little boy all but disappeared. When he got healthy, he started working out. And though he never told me so specifically, I always figured that he did it as a way to say “fuck you” to the disease.


  Now, he’s pretty damn hot, even if he is my brother. He’s got the cut, athletic body, which is impressive all on its own. But couple that with his dreamy, deep-set eyes and thick brown hair, and he’s the kind of guy who never wants for a date.


  Speaking of, I slide my arm around Jackson’s waist and lean my head against his upper arm. “This is Jackson,” I say. “Jackson, this is my brother, Ethan.”


  “I thought as much,” Jackson says with a grin as he reaches out to shake Ethan’s hand, but ends up doing one of those mutual shake-and-shoulder-clap things that men do. “Your sister can’t stop talking about you.”


  “Yeah? I thought it was you she couldn’t stop talking about.”


  I roll my eyes and wave a hand at the limo. It’s not exactly proper office procedure, but I want to impress my baby brother, and Edward assured me that the car would otherwise sit idle tonight. “Go,” I say firmly, and we all climb in and get settled as Edward shuts the door behind us.


  “Okay,” Ethan says. “Now I’m impressed.”


  “That was the idea,” I admit as Jackson takes care of getting us each a drink.


  “Are you still seeing Samantha?” I ask.


  He shakes his head. “No. That ended pretty abruptly.” He shrugs. “It was for the best.”


  “I’m sorry,” I say. “Why?”


  He looks at me like I’m crazy. “Because I was moving five thousand miles away.”


  I decide not to mention that sometimes people do have long-distance relationships. I know my brother too well, and if he’s back in California, he’s going to want to test the local waters. And since there are plenty of California girls who will find my brother very appealing, I guess that’s okay.


  He eyes Jackson. “I would ask you for advice on where to meet girls, but I’m kind of hoping that you don’t have a clue. At least not as far as Los Angeles is concerned.”


  “I don’t,” Jackson says, shooting a glance my way. “As far as local pickup spots, I’m not even close to a fount of knowledge. Not even a trickle or a drip.”


  “So, you two are really serious, then?”


  “Ethan!”


  “What? I mean, I would apologize for being all nosy, but you’re my sister and we’re trapped in the back of a limo together for the next hour, so I figure now’s the time to do my brotherly duty.”


  Jackson’s lip twitch. “Yes,” he says. “We’re really serious.”


  “’Cause I had wifi on the leg of the flight from New York to here, and four hours is a long time to surf the internet. Saw a lot of interesting things about the two of you.” He turns to me. “You’re dating a downright celebrity. You know that, right?”


  “Ethan …” This time, my voice holds a warning.


  He raises his hands. “I’m just saying.” He shifts so that he’s facing Jackson. “And I’m also saying that if you’re screwing around on my sister with that hot little redhead, I will have your balls for breakfast.”


  Jackson’s brows rise. “Fortunately for you, I’m not seeing the hot little redhead. Megan’s a friend, as Sylvia knows.”


  “Fortunately for me?” Ethan repeats. “What? You don’t think I could take you?”


  Jackson sizes my brother up. To be honest, my money’s on Jackson, but Ethan would definitely give him a go. “I think it would be a hell of a fight,” Jackson says diplomatically. “But what I meant was that it’s fortunate that you won’t have to eat such a truly unappetizing meal. And I don’t have to sacrifice my balls.”


  For a moment, Ethan looks shocked. Then he raises his drink in a salute, before tossing the whole thing back. “Oh, yeah,” he says to me. “I like him.”


  “Good,” I say, then plant a quick, hard kiss on Jackson’s mouth. “So do I.”


  Ethan fixes himself another drink, then asks me if I want one. I hold up the scotch that Jackson poured for me, still untouched. “I’m good for now. You ought to slow down.”


  “I’m in a limo,” he says. “Slowing down isn’t an option.”


  I meet Jackson’s eyes, and he finishes the rest of his. “I’ll take another,” he says, then shrugs when I lift my brows. “What? Your brother has a point.”


  “I had no idea you two would turn into a comedy act.” I speak sternly, but inside I’m gleeful, thrilled that my boyfriend and my brother are getting along.


  “I’m surprised you aren’t having another.” Ethan’s voice has turned serious. “I mean, what with going to see Mom and Dad. I know it upsets you, and I really do appreciate you coming down with me. Honest. It means a lot.”


  “I’m not upset,” I lie.


  “Bullshit. I know you, remember? Grew up together. Shared the same house. Built forts out of boxes and blankets.” He sticks his hand out. “Ethan Brooks. Nice to meet you.”


  “When did you turn so sarcastic?”


  “Last Thursday. And don’t change the subject.”


  I take a long sip of scotch, and tell myself it’s not because I need it. “It’s just Mom and Dad,” I say. “You know I don’t love all the family drama.”


  “I know you don’t love it. I don’t know why.” He turns narrowed eyes on Jackson. “Do you know why?”


  He shakes his head, lying so easily for me. “Lots of people have issues with their parents.”


  “You got that right. Do you?”


  “You have no idea,” Jackson says.


  “You know she helped out when I was sick, right? I mean, did she tell you that?”


  “Modeling,” Jackson says. “Yes, I know about that. And I’m sorry you were so bad off when you were a kid. Children shouldn’t have to suffer like that.”


  “They sure as hell shouldn’t,” Ethan agrees. He looks at me. “But I’m fine now, and you’re a big reason why. You and Mom and Dad. And it just bugs the crap out of me that the people in the world who mean the most to me don’t get along at all.”


  “Ethan …”


  “Come on, Silly. You know you can talk to me about anything.”


  “I know.” The truth is, it’s been a very long time since we’ve really talked. But when we were kids, we had no secrets. And I liked that. I miss that.


  “Parents fuck up their kids, Syl. It’s what they do. And I know it must have been worse for you. You had to deal with all the shit that went along with me being sick. And you did the modeling thing and that’s cool and all, but it’s got to have been hard work, right?”


  I can only nod. He really doesn’t know the half of it. And as I sit there and try to keep my shit together, Jackson reaches over and takes my hand.


  Just casually holding hands with his girlfriend. And yet the strength in his touch keeps me sane and steady. My white knight, I think. Always ready to rescue me.


  “So you’re working your ass off, and Mom and Dad are getting the money. For me. Did you even get to keep any of it? I mean, like in a college fund or something?”


  I shake my head. “I didn’t want the money.” My voice is soft, but earnest. “I did it for you.”


  My voice hitches, and I hope that he doesn’t notice.


  “Yeah, well.” He shrugs, and there is a weirdly awkward silence. “Look, if you don’t want to tell me, that’s cool. The bottom line is that I love you. I mean, you’re my sister, so there’s that. But you’re also my hero.” He glances at Jackson. “Sorry for the syrupy sweetness, but I’ve been away for a long time.”


  “I think that kind of sweetness is very appropriate,” he says, then kisses the top of my head even as fat tears spill out of my eyes.


  “You’re not allowed to make me cry.”


  “Sure I am. That’s what annoying little brothers are for.”


  I laugh—and I cry a little more, too. But it’s a good kind of crying and I wipe the tears away. And as I do, I realize I’m smiling. Despite the fact that we are heading to my parents, I’m actually smiling.


  And that’s the crux of it, just like I told Jackson. Maybe I could have walked away. Maybe I could have said no to Reed. But I didn’t.


  So yes, I whored myself out.


  But I don’t hate myself. Because sitting across from me is the reason I did it.


  And I love him desperately.


  So I’ll hate Reed for what he did to me.


  And I’ll hate my father for not protecting me.


  My brother, though, is innocent. And he never needs to know.


  twenty-five


  The house in Irvine is picture-perfect.


  The lawn is manicured. The trees just tall enough.


  The cars are tasteful and expensive, but not too showy.


  The pool guy comes every Thursday. The cleaning lady every Tuesday.


  My mother volunteers at the library. My dad is enjoying early retirement after several long-shot real estate investments paid off spectacularly.


  All in all, they’re an upper-middle-class couple with a Norman Rockwell home on one of the prettiest streets in one of the prettiest towns in the country.


  Too bad what’s inside these walls isn’t as pretty as the outside. Because even though Vivaldi is playing over the wireless speakers and the dining table has meat loaf and potatoes, I feel as though I’m trapped in that house in Amityville, and any minute now, blood is going to pour out of the walls.


  Frankly, that couldn’t be any worse than the horror I’m currently experiencing.


  My mother has moved from asking me when Jackson and I are getting married to asking me what I do at Stark International. Which would be a reasonable question if this weren’t the third time she has asked me that in the last ninety minutes. Everything I say to her seems to go to some other place, and it has been that way since Ethan got sick. As if once he got ill, she had no energy to devote to the other child, and so she tossed platitudes my way and hoped that I wouldn’t notice.


  And that strange disconnect continued even after Ethan recovered. By that time, I was on my way out the door, but even when I would come home from boarding school, she never asked about my schoolwork or my friends or anything. And if I volunteered information, she would listen, but she wouldn’t really hear.


  It’s something I realized early on, and I used to test her on it. I’d tell her something specific. Once, we were sitting down for lunch and I told her, “Donna bought a horse, and then she fell off and broke her leg.”


  She told me that was just terrible and she hoped Donna was doing better.


  “Did I tell you what happened to Donna?” I asked later that evening. “About the horse?” And she assured me that she’d never heard the story before.


  She doesn’t have a memory deficiency. She doesn’t have Alzheimer’s. What she has is a son, and only a son.


  The daughter doesn’t count.


  I don’t know why.


  I don’t know if she was complicit in the sessions with Reed. I don’t know if Ethan’s illness just made her snap a little bit. I don’t know if she is mad at me for something I did so very long ago.


  I don’t know, and I no longer care. As far as I’m concerned, family is what you make of it, and the only reason I’m in this house of horrors tonight is that Ethan is still my family.


  I make a valiant effort to describe my assistant duties to my mom, and then give her a rundown on what I’m doing for the resort.


  “She’s doing an amazing job,” Jackson says, directing his words at both my mother and my father.


  He’s been the perfect boyfriend so far. Staying by my side, squeezing my hand in support when my parents get weird. And, thank god, not saying anything that even hints at my past or those damn photos that he thinks we should show my dad.


  Jackson starts to go into more detail about my job—about how I’m juggling my assistant and project manager responsibilities, about the quality of my work and the excellence of my ideas.


  My mom’s eyes glaze over, but from the far end of the table, my dad says, “That’s what I’m talking about.”


  I turn toward him, not sure if he’s talking to me and Jackson or to Ethan, whose ear he’s been bending all evening.


  “Talking about what?”


  “What Jackson was just saying to your mother,” he says. “About your job, and the extra time and work to essentially perform two jobs.” He turns back to Ethan. “That’s the way to get ahead. Hard work. Sacrifice.” He meets my eyes. “I’m proud of you, Elle.”


  I feel cold. Both from his use of a name I abandoned long ago and from his statement of pride. I want nothing from this man, least of all his validation. And when Jackson squeezes my hand in solidarity beneath the table, I think that I have never been more grateful to have someone in my life who understands me so well.


  It’s his support that gives me strength to respond. “But sacrifice isn’t always about work, is it?” I say, even though I know I should just keep quiet. Because silence is the only guaranteed way to keep my emotions in tight.


  Except I don’t take my own advice. And I keep talking, the words sort of spewing out as if they have a life of their own. “I mean, some people sacrifice a kidney to save someone they love.”


  I keep my eyes on my father and my hand tight in Jackson’s. I don’t want to see Ethan. Not right now. Not when I feel so hollow and raw. “Abraham was supposed to sacrifice his son to God. And in that movie, Sophie’s Choice, Meryl Streep has to sacrifice one child to save the other.” I deliberately take a sip of water, never breaking eye contact. “Must be hard.”


  It may be my imagination, but I think I see his upper lip start to sweat. I lean back, feeling just a little bit smug.


  “I think I’m going to open another bottle of wine,” my dad says. He’s speaking very slowly and very deliberately, and he is moving in an equally careful manner as he pushes away from the table and heads for the kitchen. “Come with me, Sylvia? Working for Stark, you must have developed at least a bit of a head for fine wine.”


  If he’d called me Elle, I think I would have said no. But I surprise myself by pushing my chair back.


  Jackson doesn’t release my hand right away, and when I look at him, he tilts his head in a silent question. Should I come, too?


  I almost say yes, but then I shake my head. I can do this. I can make it through the night as the dutiful daughter.


  And then I can get the hell out of here.


  I follow my dad through the butler’s pantry, then into the kitchen. Right between the kitchen and the living area is an archway with an iron gate instead of a door. I follow my father past the gate, then down the stairs to a small wine cellar with just enough room for the two of us and the hundred or so bottles of wine stacked neatly in the sturdy wooden racks.


  I start to pull out a bottle, wanting something bold and red if I’m going to be staying for any length of time. But before I have a chance to really start looking, my father speaks. “You’ve been mad at me since you were fourteen,” he says, and I jolt upright. “Don’t you think it’s time to stop?”


  I stand there like an idiot as his words register with me. We have never talked about this—never—and this new reality has completely flummoxed me.


  “Time to stop?” I repeat. “What? Are we baking cookies and now they’re done? Has the clock finally run down in the final quarter of the game? Honestly, Dad, what the hell are you talking about?”


  “I’m trying to talk with you. I’m trying to get past this.”


  “Now? We’re really going to talk about this now?” My voice is so full of bile and vitriol it doesn’t even sound like my own.


  “Those years were hard on all of us, Elle—”


  “Sylvia.”


  He pauses, takes a breath, and begins again. “Ethan was sick. Your mother and I were frantic with worry. We all sacrificed, Sylvia. We all did everything we could to help.”


  “Oh, you sacrificed, all right.” I want to shout the words. Instead, they come out low. Powerful. And remarkably steady. “You fucking sacrificed me.”


  His face turns bright red and he opens his mouth, sputtering as if trying to form words. He says nothing, though, and after a moment, I fear that he is actually having a heart attack.


  “Dad? Dad?” I’m not even aware that I have moved, but somehow I have ended up at his side. I reach for his shoulder to steady him, trying to decide if I should scream for my mother or get him off his feet or what.


  I’m about to do both when he violently jerks his arm away from my touch. “It. Is. Over.” Each word is pronounced slowly, carefully, and with the utmost precision. “That chapter in our lives is over. Done. The door is closed, Sylvia. And it is closed tight.” He takes a deep breath, his shoulders rising, then falling.


  “Over?” My temper has been rising with every word. How dare he. How fucking dare he. And though I know that it is a mistake to get into this now, I cannot stop the words that spew out. “Are you insane? It’s not over. It’s never over, Dad. It will never, ever be over.”


  I suck in a breath, afraid that it might be me who has the heart attack. “It haunts me every goddamn day. Do you have any idea of what I went through? The hell I’ve gone through since then? Of what you let me go through—no, of what you demanded I go through? So don’t you dare tell me that the door is closed. I wish to hell it were. But it’s not. And it’s never going to be. That son of a bitch used me, Daddy. He used me. And even after all this time it hasn’t ended. He’s still fucking using me. I still can’t get away. And I still—shit.”


  I cut myself off, then turn around and pound my fist into the nearest thing I find, which happens to be a wine rack. It rattles, but thankfully doesn’t fall. I don’t even try to steady it. I’m bent over, my hands on my knees, and I’m breathing hard.


  “What? What are you talking about?”


  Just tell him.


  Like Jackson said, tell him, and then let him dig you out from this mess. That’s what fathers do, right? Protect their daughters?


  Except I know better. Because my father had a thousand chances and then some to protect me before. He didn’t. I was a child, and he didn’t lift a finger.


  So why the hell would I believe that he would do anything to help me now?


  “Sylvia?” His voice is soft, and his hand on my shoulder is even softer. It doesn’t matter; to me the contact burns, and I flinch away. He takes a step back, his hands up. “Tell me.”


  I stand there, my mind churning and my heart hurting. I want to run, but I feel bolted to the floor. I want to scream, but I have no power inside me to push the sound out.


  I am simply frozen in time, at least until Ethan calls down, cheerful and loud and asking what the hell is taking so long.


  It feels as though he has broken a spell. I race up the stairs to my brother. “Sorry. Distracted. Sorry.” I follow him back to the dining room, needing to see Jackson, but Jackson isn’t there.


  “I think he went to the restroom,” my mother says when I ask. “Coffee?”


  She starts to stand, but I shake my head. “I’ll get it.”


  I leave her with Ethan and then head back to the kitchen. I consider going back down to the wine cellar and telling my dad everything. Just getting it all out. Just having it done.


  But I can’t do it. I can’t stand the thought of him seeing those photos. Of actually talking to him about the fact that I came second. That he was willing to toss me to the wolves because he had to save his son even at the expense of his daughter.


  My hand stalls over the canister of coffee and I squeeze back tears—and as I do, I hear my father’s sharp curse rise up from the wine cellar.


  I frown, afraid he’s dropped a bottle or managed to hurt himself, and I hurry in that direction, running down the stairs and then stopping short when the room comes into view.


  Because there is Jackson with my father.


  And there is the envelope that Reed sent.


  And there in my father’s hands is a photograph, and I don’t need to see the front of it to know what it shows. And I don’t need to have heard the conversation to know what Jackson has said.


  My chest is tight. My heart pounding so hard I think it is going to explode.


  Both men are standing stock-still and they are staring at me. Time has stopped. The world has stopped.


  And then it all clicks again, and Jackson calls out for me as he takes a step toward me.


  “No.” The word is ripped so hard from me that it hurts my throat.


  I turn back and race up the stairs. Ethan is in the kitchen. “I have to go. Work. A project. I forgot. I’m sorry.”


  The words tumble out, spilling onto each other in a tangled pile of lies.


  I hug him, but I don’t wait for either protest or consent. I simply bolt.


  I climb into the limo and slam the door shut. I push the button to roll down the privacy screen and meet Edward’s eyes in the rearview as he pushes the button on the stereo to turn off his audiobook.


  “Go,” I say. “Please, just go.”


  I see him glance out the passenger side window, and I turn that way, too. Jackson is there, standing in the doorway, his back straight, his expression unreadable.


  “Go.” My voice is shaking, on the verge of hysteria. “Goddammit, just go.”


  He does, and I fall back against the leather, breathing hard.


  “Thank you,” I whisper, though I doubt Edward hears.


  I push the button to lift the screen again as we drive away, leaving the house, my brother, my parents, and Jackson behind.


  The memories, however, come with me.


  I don’t remember telling Edward where to go, but when he pulls up in front of Cass’s house in Venice Beach, I know that I must have.


  I haven’t called. I haven’t done anything except sit in the back of the limo feeling sorry for myself and fighting tears. Which, of course, is why I’ve ended up at my best friend’s door. Because right now, I can’t bear to go home. I can’t bear to be alone.


  I can’t stand the thought of this being the end, but I’m so afraid that it might be.


  He told my secret. He broke our trust.


  And in doing that, I think he broke my heart, too.


  It’s almost midnight, and as I approach the door, I realize that maybe calling would have been a good idea. She could be out. She could be in the middle of a hot date. She could just be asleep.


  But she’s none of those things. In fact, she’s right there, pulling the door open and hurrying down her front walk with her arms held out to me, a cell phone in her hand. “God, I’ve been calling and calling.”


  “Calling?” I’d turned my phone to silent.


  “He called.” She waves Edward off, and as the limo disappears down the street, she leads me inside. I take off my shoes because Cass is a neat freak even in best-friend emergencies, and then let her get me settled on her couch.


  She plops down on the coffee table in front of me. “He told me he fucked up. He wants to talk to you, Syl. But mostly, I think he wants to make sure you’re okay.”


  She leans forward and peers at me, her elbows on her knees. “Are you?”


  I draw in a breath and shake my head. “I don’t know,” I say, and the tears start flowing.


  “Oh, sweetie, no.” She’s off the table and at my side immediately, and I curl against her, snuggling close as she holds me and rocks me. She doesn’t say anything, and I’m glad. Right now, I don’t want to talk. I don’t want advice. I don’t want to relive every horrible minute.


  I just want to be held. I just want to be comforted.


  After a while, though, I just want to sleep, and I stretch out on the couch and pull the warm, soft afghan that Cass found last year at her favorite Goodwill up around my shoulders.


  “At least let me pull out the couch for you.”


  But I just shake my head. I’m too tired to even move, and as sleep starts to pull me under, I hear her calling someone on the phone. “I don’t know if she’ll be in tomorrow or not. But if she is, it’ll be late. Okay, thanks, Jamie. Just ask Ryan to tell Rachel or whoever needs to know. Sounds good. See you Friday, and let me know if you need any help getting ready for the party.”


  I start to tell her that I’m definitely going in to work. I’m not letting my personal life interfere with my job. But somehow, I can’t manage to make the words come. And the next thing I know, there’s a bright light in my eyes and the room smells like coffee.


  The bright light, I realize, is from the sun streaming in through the wide-open curtains. And it’s not the entire house that smells like coffee. It’s the mug that is wedged in under my nose.


  “Welcome back,” Cass says.


  I stretch and yawn. Then I sit up and take the coffee. I sip it slowly and feel my body start to come back to life.


  I hear a rattling in the next room and glance across the tiny house to see the louvered doors to the kitchen open and Siobhan emerge, her long legs revealed by running shorts and her wild mass of bright red curls partially hidden under a baseball cap.


  “Oh,” I say. “Wow. I’m sorry. Last night. I didn’t mean to—”


  “You didn’t,” Siobhan says. “Don’t worry. We were just hanging out and talking. Besides,” she adds with a bright smile. “I owe you one.”


  “We both do,” Cass agrees. She turns back to Siobhan. “You out of here?”


  “I thought I’d go for a jog and let you two talk. I’ll call you in an hour or so and see if you’re free for breakfast. If not, maybe we can grab a coffee this evening?”


  “Sure. Sounds good.”


  Siobhan leans in and kisses her cheek, then heads out.


  I sit back against the couch feeling smug. “Well, guess I did do good telling you to unblock her number.”


  Cass actually blushes a bit.


  I laugh. “I really didn’t interrupt?”


  “You seriously didn’t. We were really just watching television and talking. But one of the things we talked about was that we’re going to take it slow.”


  “So there’s an it to be taken?”


  “Maybe.” Now Cass is bright red, and I couldn’t be happier. I’ve always liked Siobhan, even though she was a total bitch for breaking up with Cass. Because, of course, anyone who breaks up with my best friend is a total bitch by definition.


  “Siobhan will keep.” Cass parks herself on the coffee table again, and I watch as she visibly pulls herself together. “Right now, the focus is on you. Do you want to talk about it?”


  “I don’t even want to think about it,” I admit. “But yeah, I suppose I should tell you.” And not just because I want her advice and comfort. The truth is that although I told Cass how Reed had abused me, I never told her all of it. She doesn’t know about Ethan’s treatment or my dad’s manipulations. She doesn’t know how it made me feel.


  She’s my best friend and I’ve never told her any of that. And though I know those secrets haven’t come between us, I’m tired of hiding behind secrets and shadows, keeping parts of me hidden from the people I love.


  And so I tell her. I tell her the past, and then I tell her the present. I start with, “Ethan was sick and my parents needed money for an experimental treatment in Central America.” And then, once she’s heard all of that—once she’s held my hands and hugged me close and battled back tears—I tell her the rest. I tell her about the photographs. And Reed’s threat to release them if Jackson doesn’t stop trying to block the movie.


  I tell her how Jackson exploded once I told him about my dad’s role in the horror with Reed, and about how Jackson showed the photos to my dad and what fresh hell he’d set in motion.


  “I told him I didn’t want to do that. I specifically told him I couldn’t deal with it. And then he went and did it anyway.”


  Tears leak from my eyes and I brusquely wipe them away.


  “I ran out,” I say. “And then I came here.” I shrug, because that’s the end of the story.


  Cass is just looking at me, and she’s completely silent. Still and silent.


  And since Cass is very rarely silent or still, I know that this isn’t just one of those relationship speed bumps. No, this is a giant wall. And if we’re going to get past it, Jackson and I will have to figure out a way to go over it, go under it, or knock that fucker down.


  “So what should I do?” I ask when the silence has become unbearable.


  She takes my hands. “I don’t know. He screwed up with your dad, I’ll give you that. But maybe he screwed up for the right reasons.”


  “I trusted him with my secrets,” I say. “And to do that …” I trail off with a shudder.


  “I know, sweetie. And I get that he violated the trust. But he didn’t violate the secret.”


  I look up sharply to meet her eyes.


  She lifts a shoulder. “You may have never talked to your dad about it, but he knew. And just because he’d never seen those photos before doesn’t mean that he shouldn’t have been able to imagine every horrible thing that pervert did to you.”


  Maybe. I don’t know. I push myself off the couch and cross the short distance to the window that looks out over her postage stamp–size backyard. “I almost told my dad myself,” I admit. “I kept hearing Jackson’s voice in my head, and I almost told him.”


  “So maybe that means it was the right thing to do.”


  “For me to do. It wasn’t Jackson’s place. He—he took a choice away from me.” I close my eyes, suddenly getting it. He grabbed control. Just like Reed had done—Jackson took control from me. Not control I’d surrendered, but control that he’d stolen.


  He’d thought that he was doing the best thing for me, and I understand that. I really do, because didn’t I come close to thinking that same thing, too?


  But stealing trust—how the hell do we get past that?


  “Hey?” Cass moves up behind me and puts a hand on my shoulder. “You okay?”


  I shrug, because I really don’t know how to answer that. I feel betrayed. Violated. And profoundly sad. “Are you going to work today?” I ask softly.


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know,” I lie. I turn around so that I’m facing her. “Maybe I was thinking we should play hooky and walk along the beach.”


  “You are such a liar.”


  I make an effort to look indignant.


  She narrows her eyes. “Not that I don’t love to practice my art, but you don’t need a new tat.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You heard me,” she said. “Every tat I’ve given you is because you either didn’t think you could handle something or because you fought and won. You can handle this thing with Jackson, so you don’t need the ink for that. And so far you haven’t fought, much less won. You haven’t even decided what you’re going to do.”


  “Dammit, Cass.” She’s right, of course, but I don’t want to admit it. Because the truth is that this time I want the ink just for strength. And my best friend is basically telling me to suck it up, buttercup, and find the strength inside myself. No crutches. Just me, my emotions, and Jackson.


  She crosses her arms over her chest and stares me down. “This battle hasn’t even started. You come to me when it’s over, and if you need the ink then, it’s yours. Until then, you can have me. But not my needles.”


  I exhale. Loudly. “Fine. Okay. Whatever.” I grimace. “I guess you’ll have to do.”


  She laughs. “Guess so.” The laughter dies soon enough, though, and she looks at me with serious eyes. “So have you decided what you’re going to do? Are you going to talk to him today?”


  “I don’t know.” The admission makes me feel slightly ill. This is Jackson, dammit. The man I love. The man I trusted.


  The one person in the whole world with whom I feel the most myself, even more so than Cass who is so, so dear to me.


  “I don’t know,” I repeat, and that one simple truism scares me to death.


  “I get that,” Cass says, but as she speaks, she looks toward the door through which Siobhan left only a few minutes before. “But doesn’t everyone deserve a second chance?”


  Do they?


  I think about Jackson and the way Cass’s words eerily echo his from a few nights ago. Then I hug myself, because I don’t know the answer.


  And I can’t help but wonder how we got to this point. And how the hell we can ever come back.


  He’d blown it.


  And, dammit, he knew that he’d blown it and wanted to tell her as much.


  Not that she was giving him the chance.


  She wasn’t answering his calls, texts, or emails.


  She hadn’t come in to work on Thursday at all.


  Now it was Friday and he knew she was in the building, but he couldn’t find her at any of her usual locations on twenty-seven, thirty-five, or Damien’s penthouse.


  “She’s not working from her desk today,” Karen had said on twenty-seven.


  “She’s in the building,” Rachel had said on thirty-five. “But I think she may be camped out in the library.”


  She wasn’t, of course.


  “I recommend groveling,” Damien had said when he passed Rachel’s desk on his way to a lunch meeting. “Of course you have to find her to do that.”


  Jackson stiffened, remembering all too well that it had been Damien who’d told Sylvia about his paternity action. But that had been public record, and Damien had only been trying to help.


  What Jackson had done—insinuating himself between Sylvia and her dad—well, he’d been trying to help, too. He’d just fucked the helping up royally.


  Now it was Jackson who was the asshole. And Damien looked genuinely sympathetic.


  “Any ideas?” Jackson asked.


  “You could try the gym.” He grabbed the folio that Rachel handed him. “And if all else fails, you can catch her at Jamie’s tonight.”


  Jackson winced. He’d completely forgotten about the Halloween party. “You think she’s still coming?”


  “Sylvia’s not one to disappoint a friend.” Damien pressed a supportive hand to Jackson’s shoulder as he passed. “She’ll be there. Whether or not she’ll talk to you—well, that’s a different story.”


  And it would be a very public one. If that was his last resort, so be it. But first he was going to search every nook and cranny of this office. And when he found her, he’d let her know that hiding from him was counterproductive to getting anything done on the resort. Because right now, he couldn’t concentrate on design if his life depended on it.


  He needed Sylvia.


  And he was determined.


  He headed to the gym next, following up Damien’s suggestion, and although the girl at the check-in desk told him that Sylvia was running on the treadmill, by the time he got back there, she was gone.


  He couldn’t prove it, but he had a feeling she’d seen him coming.


  Fuck.


  He debated whether continuing to play chase all over the building was worth it, and decided it wasn’t.


  No, time for a new strategy.


  Time to call in the big guns. And as far as Jackson was concerned, that meant Cass.


  He headed back to twenty-six, told Lauren he was gone for the day, and beat a path to Venice Beach.


  He hadn’t yet been to Totally Tattoo, but he found it easily enough. He parked on the street, then went inside, and was greeted by a woman with short, spiky hair, at least a dozen piercings, and a wide, bright smile. “Hey, I’m Joy. Is this your first time to Totally Tattoo?”


  “It is.”


  “Are you looking for a tat? Piercing? You’d look hot with an eyebrow piercing, you know. It would totally rock that scar.”


  “I actually want to see Cass. Is she around?”


  “Oh, sure.” She sucked in a breath, then bellowed, “Cass! You’ve got a walk-in!”


  Jackson kept his lips pressed tightly together, trying to hold back a grin. As soon as Cass appeared, however, he lost it. “Like your front desk girl,” he said as he followed her back to her table. “I think she’ll give me a break on a piercing.”


  “Are you trying to be funny?”


  “Trying,” he admitted. “Apparently I’m not succeeding.”


  “Dude, you screwed up so bad you’re going to need Black & Decker to fix the damage.”


  “Shit.” He dragged his fingers through his hair. “Do you think I don’t know that? Do you think I haven’t been kicking myself every single minute since I laid into her dad?”


  “Honestly, Jackson, I don’t know what the fuck you were thinking.”


  He drew in a breath, and in that moment he felt as broken as he’d ever felt. “I can’t not be with her, Cass.”


  She cocked her head and studied his face. “Then you need to get your act together. Because you’re going to lose her if you don’t give it a rest.”


  “Have I lost her?” Just asking the question burned a hole in his gut. “Can I fix this?”


  “I don’t know.” She sighed. “Look, she loves you. I know that. But you know that song? Love is all you need?” He nodded. “Well, it’s bullshit. Love isn’t all you need. You need love and respect and communication and—”


  Jackson couldn’t help it. He pulled her close and kissed her cheek. “Christ, Cassidy. She is so damn lucky to have you.”


  “Hell, yeah, she is.” She plunked herself down on her stool and studied him. “So what are you going to do?”


  “Whatever I have to. I fucked up, and I’m going to make it right. I can’t lose her, Cass. I love her.”


  Cass’s smile spread wide. “Good answer. But I’m not the one you need to be saying that to.”


  “No,” he said, “you’re not.” He checked his watch. “Jamie’s party’s in a few hours. She’s still going, right?”


  “Yup. Siobhan and I are picking her up at eight.”


  “Good. That leaves us just enough time.”


  “For what?” she asked.


  He met her eyes. “There’s something I need you to do for me.”


  twenty-six


  I’m not wearing the biker jacket—I tried, but all it did was make me long for Jackson. All it did was confuse me, because I want him beside me—I’m craving his touch. I miss talking with him. I miss being with him.


  And despite the way he fucked up, I miss the way that he understands me.


  But at the same time I want to push him away. To scream and yell and demand that he tell me how he could have done this. How he could have taken everything good between us and turned it so horribly, terribly around.


  How he could have screwed me over like he did.


  Him. The man who knows me so well. Or, at least, who I thought knew me so well.


  “Did you come to the party as you?”


  I look up to see Nikki smiling at me, looking fabulous in a Native American princess outfit. We’re in the kitchen of Jamie’s condo. I’d come here to hide from the crowd that fills this small apartment and has overflowed to the pool area downstairs.


  “What?” I say stupidly.


  “Your costume. Or lack thereof.”


  “Oh. No, I’m an alien.” I grin, then indicate my pink T-shirt and pleated white skirt. “I’m from a planet far, far away and I’m blending in seamlessly with the local population.” After I abandoned the biker idea, I didn’t have the heart to wear anything else. So I just wore my regular clothes. So far, everyone who asks likes my answer.


  Nikki doesn’t look fooled, though. “I saw Cass. I’m sorry.”


  “What did she tell you?”


  “Nasty fight. Possible pending reconciliation, but the jury is still out.”


  I grimace. “Yeah, that’s pretty much the sum of it.”


  “It’s nice you came. Jamie would have understood if you skipped out.”


  I lift a shoulder. “I didn’t want to blow her off. But I am feeling a little … I don’t know … unfestive.”


  “Like I said, I think you have license to leave. But if you just need time to get a grip, you can use my old bedroom.” She points to the two steps that lead up to the condo’s two bedrooms. “Jamie uses it as an office now. So there’s a couch. I’m pretty sure it’s unlocked, but if you want I’ll ask and grab you the key.”


  I shake my head. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine.”


  “Men fuck up, you know. Except for Damien,” she adds with a completely straight face. “He’s perfectly perfect.”


  She manages to hold it together for a minute, and then we both laugh.


  “You’re telling me I should forgive him?”


  She lifts a shoulder. “I don’t know what he did, so I can’t really say. But I do know how the two of you are together, and I hate to see you both hurting. That’s all.”


  Behind us, Cass and Siobhan and Jamie step into the kitchen. It’s galley style, and with the five of us, it’s a little crowded.


  “Are we gossiping?” Jamie asks.


  “Always,” Nikki says.


  “Cool,” Jamie says. “What about?”


  “Boyfriend drama,” Cass says. “See, this is why I’m a lesbian.”


  “I thought you were a lesbian because I’m so good in bed,” Siobhan snaps back, making us all laugh.


  “This is the Jackson thing, right?” Jamie asks. She points at me before I can answer. “See, your problem is that you guys have been in bliss. So it’s confusing.”


  “Um, what is?” She’s right. I’m very confused.


  “Fighting. You have a fight and you think it’s the end of the world.”


  “It wasn’t exactly a fight,” I say. “He did something—”


  “Boneheaded,” Cass says.


  “And that’s breaking news?” Jamie asks. “He’s a guy, right? He’s got a dick and all the parts?”


  “Last I checked,” I say wryly.


  “And this is your first big fight?”


  I think about that. And realize that it is. We’ve butted heads about secrets before—Damien, Ronnie—but this is different. This isn’t a secret, this is a fuckup. And I don’t do well with fuckups.


  “Yeah,” I admit. “I guess it is.” I frown, thinking about what they’ve said. About being used to bliss and not knowing how to handle a fuckup.


  And the truth is, as mad as Jackson made me, at the end of the day, I have two choices. I can walk away. Or we can move forward.


  I ended it once before, and it just about killed me. I can’t do that again. Not if I can put this relationship back together.


  At the very least, I have to try.


  I take a step toward the living room.


  “Where are you going?”


  “The marina,” I say. “I need to go see about a guy.”


  “You don’t have to,” Jamie says.


  “No. I really do.”


  “I mean he just got here. He was walking toward the pool as I was coming up the stairs.”


  “Oh.” My stomach turns over a few times. I want to see him, yes. But I thought I’d have a long drive to get myself ready. “Right. Here goes.”


  With my friends wishing me luck, I head toward the open front door, then through the crush of people lingering near the threshold. I turn left, intending to take the stairs that go directly down to the pool, and end up walking right into him.


  “Jackson!”


  “How did you know?” he says. He’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt and a black mask, much like the Lone Ranger.


  I can’t help but smile. “I’d know you anywhere.”


  He reaches out as if to touch me, then pulls his hand away, and his tentativeness twists my heart. Yes, I think, it’s time to get past this.


  “You didn’t wear the biker jacket,” I say.


  “My heart wasn’t in it without my old lady.”


  I swallow. “Yeah. Well.”


  He points to the mask. “But I thought if it wasn’t actually me, then maybe we could talk. We need to talk, Syl.”


  “You screwed up, Jackson,” I say, which is not what I was planning to say at all. But it popped out, and behind the black mask, I see his eyes go wide.


  In for a penny and all that. I press ahead. “You screwed up, and you hurt me. A lot. You were so concerned about protecting me that you forgot to see me.”


  “You’re right. You are.” He takes my arm and tugs me to the side, out of the flow of traffic. The touch is simple and innocent, and yet it is electric. It’s a connection. And god help me, I have missed it.


  “I screwed up on a massive scale. And I’m goddamn terrified that I screwed up beyond all repair. I should never have gotten between you and your dad. I should never have taken that decision—that choice—out of your hands. I was so full up with my own shit about what a father should do to protect his child that I lost sight of the fact that the decision was yours. The choice was yours. I stole it, and I’m sorry.”


  “Oh.”


  I feel weirdly anticlimactic. He’s saying everything that I wanted to force him to admit.


  “I love you, Syl. I love you, and I fucked up, and I will do whatever it takes for you to forgive me.”


  I draw in a breath, then take a step back. “Come with me.”


  I turn and head for Jamie’s condo, and I don’t look back to make sure he’s following. I pass through the crowd in the door, then glance toward the kitchen as I head for the two steps that lead up to the bedrooms. Nikki and Cass and the gang are gone, and that’s okay. I don’t need moral support anymore.


  Right now, I know exactly what I need.


  I try the door on the right, and breathe a sigh of relief to find it unlocked. I open it, and step inside.


  Jackson enters right behind me, and I close the door, then lock it.


  “You hurt me,” I say.


  “I know.”


  I press my lips together to fight back tears.


  His back is against the door and he’s looking at me warily. “Are we okay? Syl, I need to know if we’re going to be okay.”


  I hesitate. And then, very slowly, I nod. “Yes.”


  For a moment, his face is simply blank. Then I see the relief flood it, so profound and powerful that it seems to propel him across the room. And then he is there, his arms around me and his mouth on mine.


  The kiss is wild, hard. With teeth and tongues, as if we are trying to devour each other.


  I pull away, gasping, then grab the hem of his T-shirt and pull it out of his jeans, then struggle with the button of his jeans.


  “Here? Are you sure?”


  “God, yes,” I say. “Please, Jackson. I need you inside me.” I need to feel his hands. His touch. I need that physical connection that is so rare and special between us.


  I need to know that I am his and that he is mine, and that despite losing our bliss for a little bit, everything is back to normal.


  “Now,” I say as I tug his shirt over his head, pulling the mask off with it. I pause for only a moment, looking at the man I’ve revealed. The man that I love. Then I turn my attention back to his jeans, unzipping them, tugging them down, and then gasping at the mark on his pelvic bone, nestled into the triangle formed by his thigh and pubic hair.


  SB—right there, and freshly tattooed.


  I look up at him, my breath catching in my throat.


  “Cass did it earlier today. I needed to be close to you.”


  I make a small noise that does nothing to reflect how much that simple act has moved me. I try again. “Jackson,” I say, and that is all that I manage before the heat that has been flaring in his eyes seems to explode out.


  “Baby, I can’t wait.”


  I start to tell him not to, but before I can say a word, he’s spun me around and pushed my skirt up. We’re by a bookshelf, and I grab hold for balance as he tugs his briefs down, then pushes my panties aside. He strokes me, then slides his fingers inside me as I moan with pleasure. “Now,” I demand. “Please, Jackson, now.”


  I need it hard and fast. I need to feel him.


  And, thankfully, he doesn’t disappoint. He takes me from behind, his fingers finding my clit as his other hand clasps my breast and he pounds relentlessly in me, as if he knows that for both of us this fuck is a way to work it out. To pound the past out of our systems. To move forward together, and find each other once again.


  I close my eyes, letting the sensations take me. Letting his touch tease me higher and higher, as pleasure builds and his body claims mine, making me his. Making me whole.


  And then, right when I’m at the edge, his voice washes over me, low and hard and commanding. “Come for me,” he says. “Dammit, Sylvia, you come for me now.”


  I do—exploding into a thousand sparks that scatter and hum and sizzle before coming back to earth and restoring me to life.


  “Wow,” I say as he uses a tissue to clean us both up and then adjusts my clothes. “Wow.”


  His expression looks pretty wow, too, and I snuggle close as he carries me to the couch. I curl up next to him, exhausted, and yet energized all at the same time.


  “I love you,” he says, and I sigh with contentment.


  “That’s convenient,” I say. “Because I love you, too.”


  I lean against him, simply breathing, until I get my head back. I know we should get out of here, but I really don’t want to move. This room is safety and fantasy and reconciliation.


  Out there is the real world, where bad things can happen. And though we’ve gotten past our hurdle, the bigger problem still looms. “What are we going to do?” I ask. “The photos. Either I’m screwed or you are.”


  “I’m going to let them make the movie.” His voice is flat. The words completely unexpected.


  “What?” I shift on the couch, sitting up so that I’m facing him directly. “You can’t. Ronnie’s completely innocent, and no matter how we look at it, I bear some of the responsibility for those horrible photos. We can get the police involved. Extortion.”


  “You’ll be dragged through the muck,” he says.


  “I don’t care.”


  “I do.”


  “Fine. I care, too. But it’s the best thing. That little girl. Your little girl.”


  For a moment, he just sits there. Then he scrubs his face with his hands and stands. “I want to do right by her,” he says. “I don’t want to be the father I had, and I don’t want her lost in scandal. But the truth is I don’t think I can stop that movie no matter what I do. I wish I could, and god knows I’ve tried, but I can’t even file a defamation action. The things they want to say are true.”


  “It will be horrible.”


  He nods, looking miserable. “But if you have people around you who love you, it’s bearable.”


  “Is it?”


  “Look at Nikki and Damien.”


  I frown, but have to concede the point. They’ve survived all sorts of shit. I rise, then go to him. “So what do you want to do now?” I lean in close, my body thrumming with the beat of his heart.


  “I’m going to see Ronnie. I want my attorney to set a court date. I want my daughter, Sylvia. And I want to bring her home.”


  He bends his head and kisses the top of my head. “I’m hiring Evelyn and however many PR people she thinks I need. If the movie gets made, we’ll deal with it. But as soon as there’s even the slightest hint that it’s been green-lit, I want to get in front of it. Minimal focus on Ronnie. And whatever we have to do to keep the sensationalism down. This is her life, not a circus. And I’ll pay whatever it takes to keep it from spinning out of control.”


  I nod my head, my eyes closed. I know that he wants all those things, and I understand now how deeply he feels about Ronnie—about being a dad—and I’m just a little bit in awe about how much he’s put her first. About how he’s preparing for the worst, essentially building a little citadel of paternal protection around the child.


  “When are you going?”


  “Tomorrow,” he says. “I talked to Damien. He’s letting me have the use of one of the jets.”


  “Oh.” I feel guilty for feeling sad, but we’ve only just gotten back together, and already he’s leaving. “Well, I think that’s great,” I say brightly. “How long will you be gone?”


  “Just a few days. I’ll have to go back once the hearing is set, but in the meantime, Ronnie can come here with me. I should probably see about renting a house. I don’t suppose the boat is particularly childproofed.”


  “I can look for you,” I say. “I don’t mind.”


  He frowns at me, and my stomach twists. I want to be involved, and if he’s uncomfortable with me helping him look for a rental, how comfortable will he be with me in Ronnie’s life?


  “Won’t that be hard?” he says.


  I cock my head. “Um, why?”


  “Long distance, I mean. From Santa Fe.” His brow furrows. “You’re going with me, aren’t you? For the weekend at least. And Monday if you can work from the road.”


  The relief that sweeps over me is warm and sweet.


  “Sylvia?” He brushes my cheek. “Why are you crying?”


  “Sorry.” I wipe away a tear. “I’m just—I guess I hadn’t thought that you’d want me there.”


  He pulls me close and holds me tight. “Sweetheart, I will always want you. More than that, I need you.”


  twenty-seven


  Jackson stood in the jet’s open doorway before descending the stairs. Above them, the sky burned as blue and bright as a sapphire, contrasting the browns and greens and reds of the mountains that rose in peaks and crags around them.


  On the ground, the black tarmac spread out around the plane, like a smooth blanket covering this valley. He glanced around, but didn’t see a car, and both fear and disappointment cut into him.


  “Are they here?” Behind him, Sylvia put her hand gently on his shoulder.


  He shook his head. “No. Nobody.”


  “Maybe the timing didn’t work out.” Sylvia moved into the doorway with him, her hand finding his and their fingers twining together. “Herding kids can be tricky, and Betty’s older. She could have easily gotten waylaid.”


  He’d called Betty, Ronnie’s great-grandmother, before they left LA and suggested that she come meet the plane at the Santa Fe airport. Jackson had always flown into Santa Fe on commercial planes before, and he thought Ronnie might get a kick out of touring the private jet and maybe even sitting in the co pilot’s seat.


  He hoped Sylvia was right and they were just running late. He’d thought that Betty supported his effort to become a true dad to Ronnie. And he damn sure hoped he wasn’t wrong about that.


  It was bad enough that Megan was putting up barriers. He loved her like a sister, and he hated the fact that she was opposed to his decision, especially when she was in no condition to care for Ronnie anymore.


  Bottom line, he wanted his daughter. And he hoped to hell that getting her wasn’t going to land them both in the middle of a family feud.


  Surely it wouldn’t come to that? Would it?


  He’d done so much to get Ronnie back. Taken so many personal risks. But he was all-in now, and he would do what it took. Whatever it took.


  He only hoped the price wouldn’t be too high.


  “It’s going to be fine,” Sylvia said, as if reading his mind. “You’re doing the right thing, and it’s all going to work out.”


  He turned and saw her looking up at him, her expression so ferocious in its sincerity that it twisted him up inside. Without even planning to, he pulled her close, one arm around her waist and the other cupping the back of her head. He heard her surprised gasp, then took that opportunity to kiss her.


  She melted against him, as if right then, he was the only thing that existed in her world. And that moment—that reaction—gave him strength.


  He held her longer, not wanting the kiss to end, not wanting to feel that sense of loss when he let her go. So he let his lips linger on hers until he finally had the strength to pull away.


  “Thank you,” he said.


  Her smile was bright and pleased. “You’re very welcome, but what exactly are you thanking me for?”


  “For believing in me. For coming with me. For watching my back.” He paused for no more than the length of a heartbeat. “For loving me.”


  “Mmm.” She slid her arms around him again. “In that case, you really are welcome.”


  They stood like that for a moment longer in the open doorway of the Stark International jet. When they broke apart, her eyes were dancing. “The crew probably wants to disembark. Maybe it’s time to brave the stairs?”


  “It probably is.” He took one step, then another, with Sylvia right behind him. When he was on the third step, two cars pulled up and parked on the tarmac a few yards from the plane. The first, a dark blue Mercedes that he knew belonged to Betty. The second, a four-door Oldsmobile sedan that he didn’t recall seeing before.


  “Is that them?” Sylvia asked.


  But he didn’t need to answer because by the time Sylvia finished the question, the driver of the Mercedes had stepped out and gone to open the back door. He leaned in, and a moment later a small burst of sunshine leaped from the car and raced toward the jet stairs, all the way calling, “Uncle Jackson! Uncle Jackson!”


  He hurried the rest of the way down, then scooped her up, enveloping her in a big hug before turning her upside down, to the child’s total delight.


  “Sylvie!” Ronnie squealed when Syl joined him on the tarmac. Syl bent over to face the little girl, still locked upside down in Jackson’s embrace.


  “Hey, Ronnie,” she said. “What are you doing down there?”


  “Swinging! Up, Uncle Jackson! Up, up!”


  He obliged her, swinging her out, then catching her and balancing her on his hip. He gave her a big kiss on the cheek and received a sloppy wet kiss of his own in return. And when she held out her arms and demanded kisses from Sylvia, too, a wash of emotion so clean and crisp that it had to be joy swept over him.


  In front of them, Betty was now standing by the Mercedes, having emerged from the car while Jackson was scooping up his little girl. She was a tall woman in her early seventies with silver hair and the manner and bearing of royalty.


  Now, she met Jackson’s eyes and nodded. Just the slightest tilt of her head, but it told Jackson everything he needed to know. As far as the paternity action went, Betty was on his side.


  With one last dramatic swoop, he swung Ronnie down to her feet.


  “Let’s go see Grammy,” he said as he took her little hand in his left. At the same time, he reached out for Sylvia with his right. She squeezed his hand, her smile bright, her eyes glistening with tears. Not of pain, but of joy.


  He wanted to hold her close and tell her everything she already knew. That he loved her. That she was the only woman for him. That she made him desperately, passionately happy. That he wouldn’t be able to get through everything that was to come if she wasn’t at his side.


  “Ready?” he asked instead, and when she nodded, he stepped forward toward the future.


  They were almost to the Mercedes when the passenger’s and driver’s doors of the Oldsmobile opened and two men in suits stepped out. They headed toward him, walking in long, confident strides. And when they reached him, one held out a Santa Fe police badge.


  “Jackson Steele?”


  Fear, as ice-cold as a knife, cut through Jackson. He pushed it back. Kept his expression flat.


  “How can I help you, officer?”


  “Detective,” the taller man corrected. “I’m Detective Parker. This is my partner, Detective Jamison. We’re going to have to ask you to come with us.”


  Sylvia’s hand tightened in his. “Why? What’s going on?”


  “We’re working in cooperation with the Beverly Hills police department.” Parker kept his eyes on Jackson. “And you’re wanted for questioning in the murder of Robert Cabot Reed.”


  The murder of Robert Cabot Reed.


  Though the words ring through my head, I have to work to understand what they mean. I’m too numb. Too shell-shocked.


  Reed is dead.


  The man who abused me, raped me. The man who starred in my nightmares, who made me afraid.


  The man who would have made a movie that exposed a little girl’s life to the worst kind of scandal.


  The man I hated.


  He is dead. He is gone.


  And though I want to dance for joy, I can’t.


  Because Jackson is about to be ripped from me, and I don’t know how I will survive without this man beside me.


  This man who maybe, just maybe, killed the man who tormented me. Who tormented us both.


  I think about his temper. About how far he would go to protect me. To protect his daughter.


  I think about what I know he fears, and what I know he is capable of.


  I could lose him, I think, this man that I love.


  Only two things are certain now:


  That everything is going to change.


  And that I am very, very afraid.


  Jackson Steele and Sylvia Brooks are back

  in the powerful finale of J. Kenner’s

  provocative, sizzling hot new trilogy
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  Read on for a sneak peek.


  one


  There is peace in these moments between sleep and wakefulness. In the soft minutes that seem to stretch into hours, warm and comforting like a gift bestowed by a benevolent universe.


  This is a world of dreams, and right now it is safe. It is right. And I want to stay here, wrapped tight in the comfort of his arms.


  But dreams often turn into nightmares, and as I move through the corridors of sleep, dark fingers of fear reach out to me. My pulse pounds and my breath comes too shallow. I curl toward him, craving his touch, but he is not there, and I sit bolt upright, my skin clammy from a sheen of sweat. My heart pounding so hard I will surely crack a rib.


  Jackson.


  I am awake now, alone and disoriented as a wild panic cuts through me—I am afraid, but I don’t remember why.


  Too quickly though, it all rushes back, and as the memories return with wakefulness, I long to slide back into oblivion. Because whatever horror my mind would fabricate in dreams can’t be any worse than the reality that now surrounds me, cold and stark.


  A reality in which the world is crumbling down around my ears.


  A reality in which the man I love desperately is suspected of murder.


  With a sigh, I press a hand to my cheek. I have a vague memory of a soft kiss and a murmured “I love you.”


  I close my eyes, the memory sharpening as I shake off the haze of slumber. He’d brushed a kiss over my cheek before slipping out of our warm cocoon and into the chilly morning air. At the time I’d been content to stay behind, snuggled tight in the blankets that still held his scent and radiated the lingering heat from his body.


  Now I wish I had roused myself when he did, because I don’t want to be alone. Alone is when panic creeps closer.


  Alone is when I’m certain that I will lose him.


  Alone is what I fear.


  And yet even as the thought enters my mind, the solitude is shattered. The bedroom door bursts open, and a dark-haired, blue-eyed bundle of sunshine races toward me, then leaps onto the bed and starts bouncing, her energy so vibrant I laugh despite myself. “Sylvie! Sylvie! I made toast with Uncle Jackson!”


  “Toast? Really?” I manage to keep my voice perky and upbeat despite the fact that fear still clings to me like cobwebs. I give Ronnie a quick, tight hug, but my attention isn’t on her anymore. Instead, I am focused entirely on the man in the doorway.


  He stands casually on the threshold, a wooden tray in his hands. His coal-black hair is untidy from sleep, and he sports two days of beard stubble. He wears flannel pajama bottoms and a pale gray T-shirt. By every indication, he is a man who has just awakened. A man with nothing on his mind but the morning and breakfast and the bits of news that fill the headlines of the paper tucked under his arm.


  But, dear god, he is so much more. He is power and tenderness, strength and control. He is the man who has colored my days and illuminated my nights.


  Jackson Steele. The man I love. The man I once foolishly tried to leave. The man who grabbed hold and pulled me back, then slayed my demons, and in doing so claimed my heart.


  But it is those very demons that have brought us to this moment.


  Because Robert Cabot Reed was one of those demons. And now Reed is dead.


  Just thinking about him makes me tremble, and I hide the reaction by shifting my position on the bed as I watch Jackson stride into the room and then set the tray on the small table tucked in beneath the still-curtained window.


  He comes over to sit on the edge of the bed and is immediately assaulted by a three-year-old cyclone demanding to be tickled. He smiles and complies, then looks at me. But the smile doesn’t quite warm his ice blue eyes. Instead, I see sadness. More than that, I see my own fears and worries reflected right back at me.


  We arrived in Santa Fe late yesterday afternoon, both of us feeling light and happy and eager. Jackson had intended to spend the weekend with Ronnie and then go to court on Monday in order to set a hearing on his petition to formally claim paternity and establish that he is Ronnie’s legal father. That plan, however, was sideswiped when local detectives met our plane, then informed Jackson that he was wanted back in Beverly Hills for questioning in Reed’s murder.


  The afternoon shifted from a happy, laid-back reunion to a frantic flurry of activity, with calls between New Mexico and California, lawyers squabbling, deals churning.


  At the end of it all, Jackson was permitted to stay the weekend, on condition that he go straight to the Beverly Hills Police Department Monday morning. In truth, Jackson could have garnered much more time—unless the police wanted to actually arrest him, their leverage was limited—but his attorney wisely advised against it. After all, playing games isn’t the way to win either police cooperation or public opinion. And while we don’t yet know what physical evidence the police have collected, we do know that the cops can point to plenty of motive for Jackson to have killed Reed.


  Motive.


  The word sounds so clean compared to Reed, who was a dirty, horrible man.


  Not only had he abused and tormented me when I was a teen, but he’d recently threatened to release some of the vile photographs that he’d taken of me back then if I didn’t convince Jackson to stop trying to block a movie that Reed was trying to greenlight. A movie that would expose secrets and deceptions—and that would thrust Ronnie, an innocent child, into the middle of a very public, very messy scandal.


  Did Jackson want the movie stopped? Hell, yes.


  Did he want to protect me from the horror of seeing those pictures flashed across the internet? Damn right.


  Did he want to punish Reed for the things he’d done to me so many years ago? Absolutely.


  Did Jackson kill Reed?


  As for that one—I truly don’t know. For that matter, I don’t care. My only fear is that Jackson will be taken away from me. That if he did kill Reed, the system will make him pay, even for the death of a monster. And that if he didn’t kill Reed, it won’t matter. He will be an innocent man falsely convicted, punished for the potency of his hate rather than the reality of his actions.


  I can’t bear the thought of losing him, and yet that fear now colors my world. It is Jackson’s fear, too, I know. Only, his is even more potent. Because he would lose not only me, but Ronnie. Not to mention the life and career that he has worked so hard to build.


  I reach for him and take his hand in mine. How many times in the hours since we arrived have I searched for the perfect words to soothe him? But there are no perfect words. I can only do my best. I can only just be here.


  I squeeze his hand and he smiles, just a little, then wraps his free arm around Ronnie and pulls her close, the action so full of wild, heart-breaking emotion that it almost shatters me.


  “You should go outside,” Jackson tells the little girl. “Fred’s probably wondering where you are.”


  At the mention of the new puppy, her blue eyes, so like Jackson’s, go wide. “You’ll come, too?”


  “Absolutely,” he promises. “Let me talk to Syl while she drinks her coffee, and then I’ll come find you.”


  “And eat your toast?” she asks, her earnest question aimed at me.


  “I can’t wait for the toast,” I say. “I bet it’s the best toast ever.”


  “Yup,” she confirms, then shoots like a rocket out of the room.


  Jackson watches her go, and I watch Jackson. When he turns back, he catches me eyeing him, then smiles sheepishly. “It’s hard to believe sometimes,” he says. “That she’s really mine, I mean.”


  I think about the little girl’s dark hair and blue eyes. Her cleverness coupled with a vibrant personality and fierce determination. “Not hard to believe at all.”


  I had hoped to coax a smile, but still he just looks sad.


  “Are you okay?” It’s a stupid question, of course, and it hangs there, as awkward and inadequate as I feel.


  He shakes his head, just a little. “No,” he admits. He brushes his fingers lightly over my cheek, his attention on my face, his eyes searching mine. At first, he looks lost, but that soon changes as heat and need build in his eyes. Both are directed at me, and neither are a question. There is no permission to be granted, no request to be made. He simply slides his hand around to cup the back of my neck and pulls me toward him, then captures my mouth with his.


  I open to him without hesitation, not just my lips, but my whole body. I am his, wholly and completely, and however he needs me.


  He deepens the kiss, his tongue teasing and tasting. His mouth hot and desperate against mine.


  I expect more. The crush of his hands upon my breasts. An explosion of breath as he pushes me back on the mattress, then rises to slam the door shut and flip the latch. The shift of the mattress as he returns, and the sound of ripping cotton as he strips me of my panties.


  I anticipate the feel of his body over mine. Of my wrists bound tight by his T-shirt that I wear in lieu of pajamas as he yanks it over my head and then uses it to bind me.


  I imagine the tightness in my inner thighs as he roughly spreads my legs, and the quick burn of friction as he enters me hard in one thrust and then loses himself to this wild passion that he needs. That he craves.


  I expect all this because I know him. Because his world has spun out of control, and Jackson is a man who not only needs control, but who takes it. He is not a man to be swept up in the tide, battered by the rise and fall of circumstance. He fights back. He wins. He takes.


  I channelled control into sex.


  He’d told me that once. And he’s shown me as much many, many times.


  And yet he doesn’t come. He doesn’t take. He doesn’t claim.


  Instead, he stands and crosses from the bed to the window, then drags his fingers through his hair. His back is to me, and the table is in front of him. My coffee and toast are still there, untouched. He pushes the tray aside and opens the curtains, letting in the morning light.


  We are in Betty Wiseman’s house, Ronnie’s maternal great-grandmother. The family is well-to-do, but this New Mexico home is a small getaway, a “mere” five thousand square feet. Jackson and I are in one of the guest rooms that overlook the back of the property. The view I’d seen yesterday evening is magnificent—the rocky, rising terrain of the mountains, dressed up in their fall colors. The verdant grasses and evergreens. The browns and reds of stones and foliage. And, of course, the vivid blue sky, so wide and resplendent that it seems to slide into and fill your soul.


  But from where I still sit, stiff and awkward on the bed, I see only a small section of our covered patio and a view of the side of the house. I’m not at the proper angle to see the beautiful panorama that Jackson is looking at right now. Instead, our perspectives are entirely different, and that small reality eats at me, making me feel distant from him. Disconnected.


  I lick my lips, feeling impotent and lost. And, yes, a little bit angry, too. Because, dammit, I don’t want to see him in pain, not if I can soothe him.


  But that’s the heart of it, isn’t it? That’s really my greatest fear.


  Not that I’m unable to soothe Jackson, but that he would rather bear this burden alone.


  No.


  I toss the covers aside and walk to him, then slide my arms around his waist from behind so that I am pressed against him, my cheek against his back. I breathe in the scent of him, male and musk and just the tiniest bit of fabric softener. It’s clean, maybe even a little bit domestic. But on Jackson, it’s also very, very sexy.


  My hands are at his waist, and it would be so easy to ease them down. To stroke him and make him hard. To tease and coax. To seduce and please.


  To make him so hot and so hard that he wants nothing but me, can think of nothing but me. To tease and seduce until he picks me up and throws me onto the bed in a violent explosion that not only consumes us both but destroys the shadows that have crept in between us, banishing them with fire and heat and light.


  But even that’s not what I want. Not really. What I want—what I need—is for Jackson to come to me. To use me as he has in the past to soothe his wounds and make himself whole.


  So instead of sliding my hand down to close around his cock, I simply hold still, clinging to this man whom I love and need. And hoping against hope that he is not slipping away from me.


  A moment passes, and then another. I hear the dog barking on the back lawn and the high-pitched squeal of Ronnie’s laughter followed by the lower tones of her great-grandmother and Stella, the housekeeper-turned-nanny.


  Jackson is perfectly still, but then his hands rise to his waist to close over mine, so that as I hug him from behind, he is holding me in place. I close my eyes, relishing the strength of his touch. And when he turns me in his arms and his hands slide down to cup my rear—modestly covered by a pair of bikini-style panties along with the cotton of his shirt—I almost weep with relief.


  He kisses the top of my head, and I tilt my face up to him. His mouth closes over mine, and he groans softly as his pelvis presses hard against me, his hands tight on my ass. “Christ,” he finally says. “Christ, Syl, I’m a fucking mess.”


  “You’ll get through this,” I say. “We’ll get through it.”


  “All I wanted was to take my daughter home.”


  His words seem to twist inside me, as if they are just slightly off-kilter. It takes me a moment to realize why. “‘Wanted’?” I repeat.


  He releases me, then steps back so that he’s leaning against the edge of the table. His face is hard, and when he speaks, his voice is flat and emotionless, as if he is working very hard to keep it that way. “I called Amy this morning.”


  “Oh.” I take a few steps back and sit on the bed. Amy Brantley is his family law attorney in Santa Fe. She’s the one who filed his petition to establish paternity and parental rights. And although I have yet to meet her in person, I know that she’s the one who will be setting the hearing on that petition as soon as possible. “So what did she say? When are you setting a court date?”


  I see a shadow in his eyes. “We’re not. We’re going to wait.”


  “Wait? But—” I draw in a breath, trying to gather my thoughts even as I realize that I should have expected this. Because I know what this means. This means he doesn’t think he’ll be around to take care of her.


  “Oh, god, Jackson.” I don’t mean for it to, but my voice is full of dread and fear.


  “No,” he says, then repeats it more firmly. “No. I’m not giving in. I’m not folding. Not even close. But I’m also not taking risks with my little girl. What if the worst were to happen and I end up in a jail cell? Megan may be her legal guardian right now, but she won’t be once my rights are established. Would a California court send Ronnie back to New Mexico? To a former custodian with bipolar issues and an elderly great-grandmother? Maybe. But more likely she’ll end up in foster care. I can’t risk that. I won’t risk that.”


  I want to protest. To point out how much this means to him. To beg him to believe that he’ll get through this. But I fear that saying those words will only highlight the extent of his loss. So all I say is “I’m sorry.”


  “Me, too.”


  He pulls me to my feet, and I slide into his embrace. He holds me tight, as if he needs something solid to hold onto, and I am happy for it to be me that he clings to. I return the embrace fiercely, holding him close, pressing my face against his chest. Breathing him in. I want to lose myself in him. I want to wish away all the bad things.


  I want to not worry about where we go next.


  “You haven’t asked,” he says, after an eternity has passed in his arms. “It’s been over twelve hours since the detectives said I’m a person of interest, and yet you haven’t asked if I killed him.”


  I close my eyes and take one quick breath. “I haven’t asked because it doesn’t matter. I love you,” I say. “I’ll always love you.”


  “Sylvia.” His voice is firm. Maybe a little sad.


  I shake my head, but now I lean back so that I can look at his face. He’s looking back at me, and I cannot read his expression. Is he about to confess to me? Deny his involvement? I don’t know, and it frustrates me that I also cannot guess.


  I know only one thing for certain, and that is that I meant what I said. It doesn’t matter. I reach up and press my finger to his lips, then shake my head to silence him. “No matter what, we’re getting through this. Now tell me what the plan is. You have to be in Beverly Hills in the morning. What time are we leaving here?”


  “This afternoon,” he says. “I want some face time with Charles before I walk into the lion’s den tomorrow,” he adds, referring to Charles Maynard, his attorney back home.


  “Then this room isn’t where you need to be.” I ease out of his embrace and nod toward the window. “Go spend some time with your daughter, Jackson Steele.” I reach up and stroke his cheek, his beard stubble scratchy against my hand. “Just a bit today, but that’s okay. You’ll be spending a lot more time with her later.”


  For a moment, I think he’s going to argue. Then he nods. “Are you coming?”


  “I’m going to shower first, and get dressed. And,” I add, picking up the now-cold toast, “I can’t go out there until I’ve eaten the best toast ever.”


  He actually laughs a bit, and I’m proud of myself for my rather lame joke.


  He tugs me to him, then kisses me softly.


  “I’m not okay,” he says, once again answering my question from earlier. “But thanks to you I’m a little bit better.”


  I watch him go, then shut the door behind him before returning to the window and waiting for him to appear on the lawn. It takes a few minutes, but he finally shows, and as I watch, he calls to Ronnie. Both she and the puppy lope toward him, and he scoops her up and swings her around, his expression glowing.


  My heart twists. Because I know that his happiness is fleeting. And I fear it will get worse before it gets better.


  More than that, I fear that it won’t get better at all.
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Dedication
 
   To the other half of my heart and soul; you know what you did and I love you for it, even if I threatened to strangle you a time or two…or five hundred. Always Ever!
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1
 
   I blinked my eyes, my mouth gaping open. I was completely shocked, flabbergasted, astonished. Whatever you wanted to call it, that was me. I could not wrap my mind around what I’d just heard, let alone try to come up with some sort of sensible answer. 
 
   But let’s back up for a second. Over a year ago, I conned my best friend, Emma, into going to a tattoo shop so I could get my tongue pierced. She ended up getting a tattoo, the first of the three she’s now sporting, but more importantly, she ended up meeting Luke, the man she’s going to marry next spring. Me? I did end up with the tongue ring, but that only lasted about six months, especially after I ripped it. Now, I actually have my own ink, drawn up specially by Brandon, Luke’s brother. They own Skin Deep together, and they do very well.
 
   It’s a very cute little tattoo; just a small hot pink flower with a tribal design on my front right hip. Brandon was also the one who pierced my tongue, so I figured he should be the one to do my tattoo, too. Honestly, he didn’t really give me a choice. He said he was going to do it, so why argue? 
 
   I didn’t want anything big because I’m a small woman. I’m only 5’2, size 3/4, but what I lack in size, I make up for in boobs and attitude. 
 
   But right now I’m still stuck on the fact that Jackson, who is Luke and Brandon’s best friend that is moving here from L.A. (who the hell moves from L.A. to Phillus, Ohio?), is standing here in front of me having said what he just did. 
 
   “Allie? Did you hear me?” Jacks asked patiently.
 
   I personally wouldn’t have been patient if I’d asked someone what he just asked me. But then again, I don’t know if I’d ever ask someone what he did. 
 
   “Allie, seriously. Are you ever going to give us a chance to really be with you? You’ve been teasing us for months now, and while I love your few and far between kisses, I want more. I want you lying in my arms at night, waking up beside me, making love in the morning…hell, anytime I want!”
 
   I gasped. “But, Jackson! You…I…you don’t know that you want that! You can’t know that you want that. And what about-” I stopped as he cut me off. 
 
   “What about Brandon, right? You don’t have to worry about that. In fact, he and I have already discussed this. We’re willing to work it out, to try it, at least. We want it to work because we both want more from you.”
 
   A warm, deep voice chimed in from behind me. “He’s right. We did discuss this, Allie, because we both want to be with you, and we know that you want to be with us. Both of us. We also know that being with both of us is not conventional, and it might be frowned upon by people, but who gives a fuck? If we’re happy, isn’t that all that matters? What’s holding you back, Allie?”
 
   Brandon walked around the couch and plopped down on the other side of me, leaving me pressed between two hard, very warm male bodies. I wasn’t complaining about it, but…I still had no idea what to say to them, how to answer Brandon’s question. 
 
   Emma had called me at the store today and asked if I wanted to come have dinner and hang out tonight, maybe watch one of the hundreds of movies that Luke and Brandon had collected over the years, but when I’d gotten here, she’d told me she forgot that she and Luke were going out for a date night. They were going to go get dinner and a movie, but she told me that Brandon and Jacks were going to order pizza and chill at home, so they asked me to stay and hang out. I agreed, not realizing that I’d been set up. That didn’t come until about ten seconds ago when Brandon joined our discussion. 
 
   “Wait. You guys planned this little thing tonight to talk to me?” I asked. “And Emma was in on it? Seriously? You couldn’t just pick up a phone and talk to me like normal people do? And Jesus, Jacks, why’d you wait until Brandon left the room to start in on this whole thing?” I could hear my voice rising, but I couldn’t help it. Everything was feeling so surreal to me.
 
   “He left so I could talk to you about this. We figured you might be a little more receptive if you didn’t feel like you were getting ganged up on,” Jacks said quietly.
 
   “But why now? You know, I was a little confused by the fact that Emma supposedly forgot a date night with Luke, but I let it go. I mean, no big deal. But then Jacks…you drop this in my lap out of nowhere and I’m…I…I don’t know what the hell to say!” I dropped my head back and closed my eyes, feeling like I was hanging on by a thread. 
 
   “Allie, come on. You know this isn’t out of nowhere. Jackson and I have made it clear that we’re into you. You’ve kissed us both, and wanted to do more. The only one holding back in this situation is you, and well, we’re done waiting. In fact, we both asked Emma what she thought because she knows you best.” Jackson kept his voice gentle, obviously trying to placate me. 
 
   I snorted. “Oh, and what’d she do? Declare open season on me for the two of you?”
 
   Brandon answered this time. “No. All she said was ‘it’s about damn time’! But even she couldn’t tell us why you’re holding back.”
 
   Good question. I mean, it’s not that I hated the thought of being unconventional, because, let’s face it, I was completely unconventional on my own. A self-proclaimed free spirit…I really just enjoy being myself, who I am, and I don’t care what people think. Usually. But this…this was a little different. I mean, isn’t it a little greedy to want or have two gorgeous men in your bed every night? And what about kids? 
 
   Don’t get me wrong; growing up with my parents being how they are, I’ve seen some shit that most kids would be traumatized by. Like when ‘Aunt’ Sherry would come to stay for a weekend and after I’d go to bed, she, Mom, and Dad would smoke these funny smelling cigarettes, and then Sherry would be in bed with them in the morning when I woke up. Of course, as I got older, I realized what that funny smell was, and exactly why Mom and Dad were sharing a bed with ‘Aunt’ Sherry. 
 
   And that doesn’t mean that my parents were bad people, or bad parents. They loved me, provided for me, and taught me right from wrong just like any other parents would do. They just made things a little more fun than some, and were very…open about other things. 
 
   The more I thought about it, though, I realized that none of my arguments were very convincing as to why I should fight it. What’s the harm in trying? At least we’d know then if it wouldn’t work. But would my heart be able to handle it if it didn’t? Or, God forbid, what happened if there was something more with one than the other?
 
   I sat up, shaking my head at the turn my thoughts were taking. I noticed that the room had gotten very silent, and two pairs of eyes were trained on my face, watching intently for any sign of what I was thinking. I looked at them, studying each one in turn. 
 
   Brandon was 29, my age, stood about 6’3, had gorgeous blue-grey eyes, and closely cropped black hair. He was muscular but lean, tattooed, and had that unshaven, kind of scruffy look going for him that made me want to lick him. He was also the jokester of the group; always ready with a quick comeback, loved to make people laugh. I almost think he does it to hide how intelligent he really is. He isn’t usually very forthcoming when it comes to details about his past, but one drunken night loosened his tongue and he let it out. Let’s just say it wasn’t the easiest for him, but he and Luke are doing quite well for themselves now.
 
   Jackson was 32, the same age as Luke, but he was taller than both of the other two, topping out at 6’4. I had to crane my neck to look up at him (well, any of them, for that matter). He was broad shouldered and, just like Brandon, muscular but lean, tattooed, although he has quite a few less than Brandon, but his eyes were a deep, warm brown with the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen on a man, let alone a woman. Thank God, that didn’t detract from his masculinity in any way. In fact, it made you want to melt when he turned those babies on you. His hair was also dark, close cropped to his head, but he was clean shaven. And when he smiled? Holy Mother of Mary Kate, if that didn’t want to make me drop my drawers. He had the cutest little dimple in the side of his cheek that got me every time. 
 
   So, really…what the hell was my problem? It wasn’t as if I was unattracted to them; in fact, it was the polar opposite. Maybe I was too attracted to them. 
 
   Brandon broke into my thoughts. “Allie?”
 
   I gave them both a small smile. “I honestly have no answer for you. I don’t know why I’ve been fight-”
 
   My words were cut off by a harsh groan. I don’t know who’s mouth it came from, but what I do know is that I was suddenly crushed to Jackson’s chest and his lips were on mine, nipping at my bottom lip until I gave in and opened for him. He thrust his tongue between my lips, kissing me deeply, thoroughly. After a minute, he pulled back, kissed me gently one last time before I found myself being turned and then Brandon was there, wrapping me up in his arms. 
 
   His lips caressed mine tenderly, his tongue dancing softly over mine, asking for more rather than taking like Jackson had. The difference in their kisses was like night and day, although I knew Brandon could be just as intense as Jacks. But now, in this moment, the contrast just served to make my pulse pound, to make the ache building between my thighs spread through my body until I wanted nothing more than to be lost between the two of them. 
 
   Brandon’s kiss didn’t last nearly as long as Jackson’s, and I found myself sitting between them again, panting slightly for breath. 
 
   “Wow,” I muttered. “Okay then.” I blew out a breath, trying to get my thoughts back in order. “Back to what I was saying…”
 
   Again, I was interrupted. “You don’t need to say anything more, babe,” Jackson replied. “You said yourself that there’s no reason to fight what we all want. It’s settled. We’re giving this a go.”
 
   Brandon chimed in, “Yep. No use in fighting it anymore, Allie. Just give in and let it happen. It’s all going to work out just fine.”
 
   I eyed them suspiciously. “Why are you both so convinced this is going to work? I mean, have you ever tried something like this before? I know, Jacks, you had that thing…yeah. Umm…”
 
   Brandon chuckled, laughing at Jackson’s face turning red, and then replied, sheepishly, “Well, actually, I, uh…had my own apartment for a while after high school. You know, wanted to try the whole on my own thing. My roommate and I both dated this girl at the same time. Like…together.”
 
   I stared at him, completely taken by surprise by this. “What happened then?” I asked. 
 
   “Well, actually, they started to get really serious about each other, like marriage serious. It wasn’t like that for me; I liked her and all, but I wasn’t in love. So, it was done for me, but last I heard, they got married and are working on their fourth kid.”
 
   I nodded slowly, taking it all in. “What about you, Jackson? Anything you want to let me know about this type of situation?” I raised my eyebrows, waiting for his answer.
 
   He cleared his throat before saying, “Luke and I used to do the same thing with girls. Nothing serious, ever. In fact, we’d always said that when we found that special one that we were meant to be with, it would never happen unless it was discussed and rules were put into place; but even then, it was probably never going to happen. That thing with Emma…that was kind of a fluke.” He flinched, rushing to finish quickly, “I never touched her! I swear to you!”
 
   “I know. Emma told me about it. It was an…interesting…conversation. But if you had that kind of pact with Luke and now you’re telling me you’re in this because you want to be with me, how is that any different? Why are you willing to do this with Brandon?” I asked. 
 
   Seriously, it was a good question, at least to my mind. It almost made me think that this was something that they were just trying to get out of their system, that they weren’t that serious about me. And if I was honest with myself, I could definitely see myself getting serious with them. Yes, I said them. Geez, what am I getting myself into?
 
   I’ve never been one to seriously date, because I don’t want to settle for just anyone. I want that toe-curling, butterfly stomach, melt-at-his-kisses kind of love. And none of the guys I’d dated in the past had made it past the first or second date. If they did, it always turned into more of a booty call situation than anything. 
 
   Jackson cocked his head, looking at me almost as if he didn’t know what to say. But he must have because he replied, “Well, I’m not willing to stand aside so Brandon can have you.” He turned to Brandon. “No offense, man.” 
 
   “None taken,” Brandon replied. “We really did discuss this, Allie. Jackson and I both know what we are getting into, we both are coming in with eyes wide open. I wasn’t standing aside for Jackson to have you, either. We both want you and we’re willing to do what it takes in order to make you happy. And, since we’ve both done it before, we’re not averse to sharing.” He grinned widely at me after saying that. “Just means that you’re that much happier, getting twice the lovin’!”
 
   Oh, Lord.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   I yawned, blinking my eyes as I tried to wake up. I moved to stretch but found that my mobility was severely hampered at the moment, due to the fact that I was surrounded by hot, bare male flesh. A moment of panic zinged through me before I realized that I hadn’t gotten drunk and blacked out the night before. 
 
   Last night came flooding back; the talk we had, after which we ordered pizza and cuddled on the couch while we watched some weird ass movie the guys had picked out…And then they convinced me to stay the night. I’d done that before, sharing Brandon’s bed with him. But it was strictly platonic. Okay, well not strictly platonic because he’d always managed to sneak in some kissing and mild petting, but nothing beyond that. Plus, Jackson had never been in the bed with us. 
 
   I’d kissed Jackson before, too. We’d done about the same amount of making out and petting that Brandon and I had, but I’d never slept in a bed with him. For one thing, he currently doesn’t have a bed to sleep in. The one time they tried to get me in Brandon’s bed with both of them, had been the night of the Halloween party, and I ended up sleeping on the couch while they shared Brandon’s bed. 
 
   Jackson is some hot shot architect on the west coast, and his mom and sister live out there still. They’d moved there when Jackson was fresh out of college and got a job for a firm there. He worked there for a few years and then opened his own firm. He’s been working from home and flying back when the occasion calls for it, and he apparently does very well for himself considering he’s been scouting in Cincinnati to find a place to open a satellite office. Then he could appoint someone to run the L.A. office and he’d have only about a thirty to forty-five minute commute to the office. 
 
   I haven’t seen the plans for his house yet, but Emma said they’re amazing. I’ve only seen the framework and bits and pieces that have been done from afar because I’ve never really wandered over there to check it out. Probably should do that sometime soon; especially now, given the circumstances I find myself in. 
 
   They’d convinced me. Actually, they really hadn’t given me a choice, but whatever. I’d agreed to give it a chance, so here I am, Allison Anne McCormick, in bed between my two…boyfriends? Lovers? What the hell do I call them?
 
   They’d dragged me off to bed, laid me between them, and both proceeded to kiss me senseless, their hands roaming my body and making me writhe with want, but neither of them allowing their hands to touch anywhere near the parts of me aching so bad for it. I’d finally smacked them both away from me and curled up, refusing to talk to them or even touch them anymore. Then they’d both laughed and cuddled up to me, Brandon holding me against his chest while Jackson spooned me from behind. I have to admit that it was pretty nice…
 
   I laid there for a minute, smiling at both of them snoring softly. In the night we must have moved around a bit, because Brandon was now flat on his back, my head pillowed on his chest. Jackson was still at my back but he’d turned the opposite way, his back pressed to mine. I realized I wouldn’t be going back to sleep, and other matters were becoming more urgent the longer I laid there, so I carefully maneuvered my way out from between the two of them.
 
   I stood at the foot of the bed, feeling quite accomplished at having gotten out of the bed without waking them when Jackson rolled over. I waited for him to look at me, but realized that he was still asleep when he reached out his arm, apparently searching for me. When his hand hit Brandon, he shifted closer and threw his arm around his waist, holding him close and sighing in contentment. 
 
   O.M.G. I had to clap my hand on my mouth to keep from laughing out loud. I didn’t want to wake them up before I managed to get to my phone and get a picture of this. It was too good to pass up! I tiptoed out of the room, carefully opening and closing the door behind me, made a pit stop in the bathroom, and then headed out to the living room to grab my phone from the coffee table where I’d left it. I turned to head back in there when I heard a voice behind me.
 
   “Well, well, well. What do we have here?”
 
   I turned back to see Emma standing at the kitchen counter, a cup of coffee in one hand and the newspaper in the other. I felt my cheeks flood with heat, but they quickly cooled when I reminded myself that the little witch had been in on the whole setup.
 
   “Oh no, no, no, Miss Emma Marie Jensen. You don’t get to stand there with that smug look on your face like you caught me red-handed. You set me up, you bitch!” I said, giving her the evil eye. It didn’t last long though, because I couldn’t contain my smile. 
 
   “Okay, we can talk about this in a minute, but right now there’s a more pressing matter at hand,” I told her. She looked confused for a minute until I held up my phone, shook it at her and said, simply, “Blackmail time.”
 
   In a move so fast it made me jump, she’d slammed her cup down on the counter and was at my side, ready for action. She really is the best friend in the world. 
 
   We crept down the hall, trying not to giggle and wake them up before we could get in there and take a picture. We got to the bedroom door and heard a faint click, click, click coming down the hall toward us. I shot a panicked look over my shoulder at Emma who’s own eyes were screaming ‘oh, shit!’ before she wheeled around to head Doug off. I didn’t want the huge yellow lab to jump in and ruin my photo-op. Because he’d be through that door and would Superman himself into that bed with them in a heartbeat. 
 
   Emma was back shortly, giving me a thumbs up. I nodded once and started pushing the door open again. Yes! They were still snuggled up together where I’d left them, only it was ten times better than before. Brandon had turned over and Jackson was now completely spooning him, his arm thrown over his waist and curled up around Brandon’s chest. If he would have been holding me that way in the bed, his hand would have been cupping my breast. 
 
   I looked at Emma, who was struggling to hold her laughter in, and grinned. It was taking everything I had in me not to bust a gut laughing, but I managed to bring my phone up and tap on my camera icon. I felt Emma move up to my side and noticed that she had her phone out, as well. I nodded to her and we both pressed the button to snap the pictures on our phones. I had my camera setting on silent, so there was no sound; however, Emma’s made a very loud snap/snick sound that I swear echoed in the silence. 
 
   She looked at me, wide-eyed, before high-tailing it from the room at a dead run, abandoning me without a thought. Humph. Maybe I take back what I said about her being the best friend in the world…
 
   I slowly looked back at the bed, frozen where I stood, and saw Jackson’s head raised slightly off the pillow. He started to smile at me sleepily before he froze, and I could see the wheels almost turning in his mind. In slow motion, he turned his head to look beside him at who he had his arms wrapped around. I couldn’t help it anymore; I lost it, laughing so hard that I had tears pouring down my cheeks. 
 
   Jackson jerked back away from Brandon like he’d been burned, shoving him away in the process. Poor Brandon, still asleep (how I have no clue), went flying off the side of the bed and landed in a heap on the floor. 
 
   His head popped up over the side of the bed, his eyes narrowed and glaring at Jackson. “You dick! What the fuck was that for?” he yelled.
 
   Jackson glared back at Brandon and yelled, “You were cuddling me, you asshat!”
 
   Brandon looked confused and a little scared at this point as he got to his feet and sat on the side of the bed, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He glanced over at me and his eyes narrowed again as I wiped tears away, still chuckling with glee. “Where were you, then? Was I seriously cuddling him?”
 
   I opened my photo gallery and moved up to the side of the bed to show him the picture I’d snapped. I jumped back away when he jerked back, leaned over, and slugged Jackson in the arm. “No way, you sick fuck! YOU were cuddling ME! Oh, God!”
 
   I started laughing again when Brandon shuddered, and then heard muffled laughter just outside the door in the hallway. I walked over and opened the door wider to see Emma standing there with Luke, both of them shaking with amusement and staring at Emma’s phone. 
 
   Luke shook his head, his shoulders still shaking, when he poked his head around the door frame and looked at Brandon and Jackson, who were both sitting on opposite sides of the bed, glaring at each other. “There something you need to tell us, guys?” 
 
   Brandon jumped up off the bed and ran for Luke, who had enough sense to take off running, pulling Emma behind him. Brandon shook his head, stopped beside me, pecked my lips with his, and headed into the bathroom. 
 
   I turned to find Jackson still sitting there, looking a little dazed and disgusted all at once. I couldn’t help it; he was too cute to ignore. I walked over to him and sat down on the edge of the bed facing him, leaning in and touching my lips to his. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Jacks,” I whispered. Of course, I had to go and ruin it by giggling again. 
 
   His eyes narrowed and he shifted, snatching me up and into his lap before I could move. “Really? You’re sorry?” he growled, lowering his lips to mine. He kissed me softly for a second before pulling back. “You’re gonna delete that picture, right, Allie?” he asked, threateningly. 
 
   I smiled innocently. And didn’t say a word.
 
   We both looked up as we heard Brandon come back into the room and all of a sudden I was airborne, coming to rest against Brandon’s chest as Jackson stood and passed me to him. 
 
   “Hey!” I cried. “I’m not a freakin’ rag doll you guys can just pick up and toss around, you know!”
 
   Brandon muttered, “Don’t we know it,” before his lips descended and found mine as Jackson left the room, headed for the bathroom, I would assume. 
 
   He kissed me deeply and I shifted in his arms, moving so that my chest was against his and I could wrap my arms around his neck. He, realizing what I was trying to do, helped move me so that my legs ended up wrapped around his waist, locked behind his back, my feet pressing against his tight ass to pull him closer to me. I moaned into his mouth as I felt his hardness press firmly between my thighs. I shifted against him, pulling away from his kiss to press hot, open-mouthed kisses along his jaw and down his throat before nipping at his shoulder with my teeth. 
 
   My eyes flew open and I gasped as I felt a wall of heat move up behind me. I turned my head to meet Jackson’s gaze over my shoulder, my breath coming faster as I got a glimpse of the heat burning there. His hands came up and lightly slid up my back and over my shoulders before he pulled me back against him. Brandon’s hands shifted slightly, sliding to cup the backs of my thighs. I loosened my arms from around Brandon’s neck and leaned back more fully against Jacks, his heat branding me through the thin material of my t-shirt. 
 
   Jackson’s hands moved again, sliding down from my shoulders and around, stopping just beneath my breasts. He nuzzled my throat with his lips and I turned to meet his kiss, moaning against his mouth as Brandon shifted again, rubbing me more firmly against his hardness.  Jackson pulled away from the kiss on a groan, dropping his forehead to rest on my shoulder. Brandon’s fingers tightened on my thighs, but he stilled, no longer moving against me. 
 
   I was shaking, almost dizzy with the overwhelming desire crashing over me in waves as I was held between them, breathless with need, and confused as hell that they had stopped.  Brandon shifted his grip again, making sure he had me securely within his arms as Jacks stepped back. He turned and moved us both onto the bed, sliding toward the middle before they both crawled in beside me, one on either side. 
 
   I looked at them, unsure what to say, or hell, what to even think at their abrupt about-face, but my confusion dissolved into a small, shy smile as they both grinned at me. 
 
   I heard Jackson murmur, “Good morning, baby,” as he pressed his lips against my shoulder, his head propped up on his hand, his body pressed along my left side, looking down at me as I lay on my back. 
 
   On my other side, Brandon mirrored Jackson’s position and movement, only he said, as his lips brushed my right shoulder, “Now THAT is definitely a good morning!”
 
   I shook my head at them. 
 
   We laid there together for a while, me trying to come to grips with the fact that I’d actually taken that step last night and finally gave in to what I knew would have happened eventually, and them…well, if I had to guess, trying to get themselves under control. I mean, it had ended up being a pretty happy morning for them…but it was their fault that they’d be walking around with certain parts of their anatomy decidedly Smurf-colored today. I didn’t make them stop, they had on their own! And they can’t blame me for the date I’d already scheduled in my head with BOB later that night, either. Those asses left me hanging!
 
   We finally got up and went out to the kitchen when Brandon’s stomach very loudly announced that it wanted fed. Jackson ran over to his place to check on a couple things while Brandon and I sat at the table with Emma and Luke. We talked with  them, or tried to, anyway (neither one of which could keep a straight face every time they looked at Brandon) for a while before I got up and grabbed my keys. 
 
   I needed to head home so I could get some things done before tomorrow. I usually spent most of my Sundays catching up on paperwork when I got back from breakfast at Emma’s mom and dad’s house. It was tradition, but we missed out on it today because they’d decided on the spur of the moment to go and visit Emma’s mom’s sister and brother-in-law in Texas. 
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” Brandon asked me.
 
   “Home,” I replied. “Why?”
 
   He shrugged. “Just wondered. Got any plans tonight?”
 
   Ummm…yes. Finishing what you guys started. “Not that I know of. Do you?”
 
   He stretched, leaning back in his chair as he answered, “Yeah, I’m assuming Jackson and I will be over in a little while. Are we staying at your house tonight? Hey! What size bed do you have anyway?”
 
   I rolled my eyes at him. “King size, and do I get a choice if you stay or not?” 
 
   “Nope.” 
 
   Didn’t think so.
 
   I finally got to leave about fifteen minutes later, but only after promising that they could come stay with me tonight, AND that I would cook them dinner. Oh yeah, did I mention that I had to kiss him like twenty times before he let me go? I could get used to that. 
 
   I headed home, shaking my head as I passed the welcome sign heading into town. It’d been changed again, but this time the lovely misguided youth completing the defacement of public property had added a drawing of a large, misshapen penis at the top. I’m assuming it was a penis, anyway. 
 
   I pulled my car into the garage and headed inside. I love my house; it’s cute, comfortable, and most importantly, mine! It looks like a cottage but it’s got a wide front porch, and a screened in back porch with a fenced in yard. It seems small from the outside, but it’s surprisingly roomy on the inside with three bedrooms and two baths. 
 
   It was perfect for me to have an office in one of the rooms, an extra guest room, and then, of course, my bedroom that I’ve decked out with a huge four-poster canopy bed and lots of pillows! I’d forgone the typical heavy drapery around the bed, and instead had draped it with white tulle netting, gathering it around all of the posts. It looked like a fantasy all in white and I loved it.
 
   With a sigh, I threw my keys on the kitchen counter as I passed through, making a beeline for my office so I could get a head start on the paperwork I needed to get done before tomorrow. I own my own thrift store in a quaint little strip mall in town. I named it Twice As Nice, and I think the name fit it perfectly. I do take in donations, and I carry the usual thrift store items, but my inventory tended to lean more toward vintage and unique. 
 
   I worked in my office for a while and by the time I got it all finished, Brandon and Jackson were pulling up. They each had a small duffel with them and I couldn’t help but tease them as they walked into the house. 
 
   “You guys moving in or something?” I asked, smirking. 
 
   Jackson and Brandon both grinned at me and nodded. I rolled my eyes at them and shut the door behind them. I barely got turned around when I heard the thump thump of two duffels hitting the floor and I was surrounded. Jacks claimed my lips, kissing me deeply for a minute before Brandon, who was at my back, cupped the back of my head in his hand and turned my face to meet his kiss over my shoulder. They released me after one last peck each, and I had to lean against the door for a second to compose myself. 
 
   “Well, hello to you, too…” I mumbled, still halfway dazed. 
 
   “So,” Brandon said cheerfully. “What’s for dinner, dear?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   “Whoa…who pissed in your oatmeal this morning, sweetie?”
 
   I turned from where I’d just slammed the register drawer shut to see my mom coming in the door of my store, holding a large, oddly shaped piece of wood. I moved quickly out from behind the counter to take it from her. 
 
   “What is that, Mom?” I asked her, choosing to avoid her question. 
 
   “It’s a quilt hanger rack thingy,” she replied with a smug smile. 
 
   “Is that the technical term for it?” I asked, being a smart ass on purpose.
 
   I leaned over to kiss her cheek and laid the rack across the counter to check it out. It was a decent piece, no cracks or splinters, so I went back behind the counter to get a tag for it before moving it to the back counter out of the way. I’d find somewhere to hang it after a bit.
 
   Turning, I spied my mom thumbing through a rack of old romance novels I had set up by the counter. “See something you like, Momma?” I asked.
 
   She sighed and shook her head, turning around to look at me. “Nah…who needs romance books when I have your father at home?” She grinned at me as I pretended to gag, holding up my hand in the universal sign for ‘Stop! Don’t say another word!’
 
   “TMI, Mom, TMI. So what are you up to today?”
 
   Mom shrugged. “Just out and about, thought I’d stop by on the way to your grandparent’s house. And I wanted to drop that off, see if you could sell it. Bernice next door brought it over to me to see if I would bring it in. Well, I’ve got to get over there. You know how they are…” she rolled her eyes and blew out a breath. 
 
   I laughed at her. “Yes, I know how they are, and we all completely love them anyway. Nanny being ‘Tank’ again?” 
 
   Mom nodded. ‘Tank’ is what we call my grandmother; she’s cantankerous sometimes, hence the name. Poor Poppy has learned just to turn his hearing aids down and nod when she says something to him. He seems to stay out of trouble that way. 
 
   “Did you go to Sunday breakfast with Emma’s family yesterday?” Mom asked. 
 
   “No, Jan and Ben took off to visit Jan’s sister in Texas on the spur of the moment,” I replied.
 
   Mom cocked her head and made a pouty face. “Awww…my poor baby didn’t get to eat breakfast yesterday? You should have come see us! I would have cooked for you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her. “Mom, in case you failed to realize it, I am a grown woman with my own house. I am perfectly capable of cooking breakfast for myself. Besides, I spent the night out at Emma and Luke’s.”
 
   Mom’s cell phone chimed. Without even looking at it, she groaned. “There’s your Nanny now. I swear she times me and if I’m ten seconds outside of the time she thinks it takes to get there, she’s calling me and cussing me up one side and down the other.” She shook her head at me and gave me the same line she always does. “I’m saying sorry now just in case I get that like down the road. Always remember that I love you!”
 
   I smiled at her, nodding in agreement, and gave her a big hug. She waved as she barreled towards the door, rushing to get to my grandparent’s house before they called out the search party.
 
   I leaned against the counter when she left, a little relieved that she was distracted so quickly. I really didn’t want to answer her as to why I was out of sorts this morning. Brandon and Jackson had stayed with me last night, but it might as well have been Emma and her sister, Leah, in bed with me for all the good it did me. 
 
   Meh…okay, maybe not Emma and Leah. That might have ended up a little awkward! Brandon and Jackson cuddled me and kissed me and got me all hot and bothered again before they wrapped themselves around me and ordered me to go to sleep. 
 
   No, I didn’t stutter. I said ordered. They’re lucky they woke up this morning with all of their appendages attached. I don’t know what the hell their problem is. They wanted to give this thing a try and I agreed, but now they’re playing hot and cold? What the fuck?
 
   I straightened as the bell above the door to the store chimed, signaling a customer’s entrance and got back to work. My day passed pretty quickly, even though I was still fuming in the back of my mind. I kept replaying this morning over and over in my mind…
 
   They leaned over me, one on each side, both snugged right up against my hips. And from the feel of things, they were both wide awake now! I took a deep breath and it shuddered out of me as their gazes both traveled south, roaming over  the length of me pressed between them.
 
   “So,” Brandon began. “This is how it’s supposed to be. You here, nice and soft and warm between us.” He leaned in and softly pressed his lips against mine, silently entreating me to open for him. 
 
   My lips parted on a sigh when I felt a hand stroke up my thigh to rest lightly on my bare stomach where my shirt had ridden up. Brandon took advantage of the moment and slipped his tongue between my lips to dance with mine. The hand on my stomach slid higher, stopping at the underside of my breast, and I squirmed. 
 
   I broke the kiss Brandon and I were sharing and turned my head to the other side, taking in the heat blazing in Jackson’s dark eyes. He leaned in and, not bothering to be gentle about it, nipped at my bottom lip before thrusting his tongue inside, kissing me deeply.
 
   I felt Brandon shift a bit before his hand was sliding up my thigh, caressing the other side of my body at the same time that Jackson’s hand began moving again. They slid their hands up and down my stomach and sides, lightly over my thighs and back up, neither venturing anywhere near the areas now aching to be touched. 
 
   They were torturing me…doing nothing more than caressing my body and kissing me, and I felt like I was going insane. 
 
   After a while, they’d kissed me goodbye before leaving, Brandon to head to the shop and Jackson to his house to oversee something the contractors were doing today. Neither of them mentioned getting together tonight, or staying again…frankly, I was completely confused at this whole relationship thing. It was not going anything like I imagined it would. 
 
   When they said they wanted to try it, that they wanted me and basically wouldn’t give up until they got me, I figured I was about to get the smack down put on me. I was ready for the mind-blowing, toe curling, hair pulling, ass slapping, screaming out until I passed out moments that I thought for sure were headed my way. So what gives? I wanted to stomp my feet and scream in frustration, but managed to contain myself. Barely.
 
   I got home about six-thirty and, since I still hadn’t heard from Brandon and Jacks, I decided to soak in my tub. The whirlpool jets and detachable shower head were calling my name, if you know what I mean…wink wink!
 
   Twenty minutes later, I was very engrossed in my ‘relaxing’, not bothering to suppress the moans and gasps emanating from my lips. 
 
   “Mmmm…yessss…” I hissed through my teeth, not caring that my voice echoed through the room. 
 
   “Yeah, baby…keep going…oh, God,” a deep, male voice said breathlessly. “Do you want some help with that?”
 
   I shrieked, bolting upright in the tub and holding the shower head protectively in front of me, water spraying out all over the floor and Brandon, who just so happened to be standing in my bathroom. Where I was naked in the tub. And masturbating!!!
 
   All of a sudden the bathroom door crashed open and Jacks filled the doorway, his eyes wild, panting as he yelled, “What? What’s wrong? Allie!”
 
   I finally found my voice. And let it rip. “GET OUT! Oh, my God! Just go! What the hell are you doing here?” But my words echoed ineffectively through the room because they just stood there, both of their gazes locked on my wet, naked body. Did I mention I was NAKED?
 
   The irony of the situation hit me suddenly and I started laughing uncontrollably, even if a little bitterly, dropping the showerhead into the tub and reaching to shut the water and the jets off. Here I am, trying to finally get some relief from the sexual tension the two asses standing in front of me had ramped up, and I’m STILL not getting any relief BECAUSE OF THEM! Argh!
 
   But enough is enough! Their time of controlling the situation is done; I’m taking control now, and judging by the way their eyes are roving over my bare skin, it’s not going to be too hard to do. 
 
   I stood up after pulling the plug on the tub, reaching out for the towel I’d left on the counter before stepping out. Brandon was so close that the tips of my breasts grazed his chest before he swallowed loudly and took a step back. 
 
   Glancing over to the door where Jacks was still standing, frozen, I licked my lips as I started running the towel down the length of my body, deliberately turning slightly away from them as I bent at the waist to dry my legs. I heard twin gasps as my position afforded them a view of bare, tender pink folds peeking out from between my thighs and the soft globes of my ass cheeks, both begging for their touch. 
 
   ‘In for a penny, in for a pound, right?’ I thought to myself as I dropped the towel, all pretense, and, still bent over, ran my hand up my leg until I touched that tender flesh, running my fingers lightly back and forth over my slit. I widened my stance and allowed the tip of my middle finger to slide between my nether lips, moaning softly as I encountered the wetness seeping from my flesh. 
 
   I heard a harsh groan behind me, followed by a low growl, and then I was being lifted into the air against the hard wall of Brandon’s chest, my fingers slipping away from the apex of my thighs. My hand was instantly caught and my head spun when Jackson stepped forward and slid my finger deep into his mouth, sucking off my juices. 
 
   I went limp against Brandon as he swung around and headed for my bedroom, Jacks following close behind. He’d lost his grip on my hand when Brandon had moved, but the heat in his eyes as they locked on mine over Brandon’s shoulder made me shiver in anticipation. 
 
   Finally! Yes! This was happening…no way in hell were they stopping before we were all a breathless, tangled mess on my mattress, or so help me God, there would be fucking hell to pay. 
 
   Brandon dumped me unceremoniously on my bed and I bounced once before I was surrounded by the unwavering heat of two pumped up, sexy, alpha-males, one on each side. I sat up, finding Jackson’s lips with mine and kissing him wildly as I blindly reached out to grab for Brandon’s shirt, desperately tugging at it, wanting it off and his bare skin against mine. He complied immediately and my hand was suddenly tracing the hard muscles of his chest. I moaned and broke the kiss with Jacks, tugging at his shirt with my free hand, wanting him bare to me as well. 
 
   Panting, I moaned, “Clothes off, NOW!”
 
   Both of them sprang into action, jumping off the bed and shucking their jeans in an instant. I learned rather quickly that neither of them bothered with underwear apparently, so they were bared to my gaze, and sweet baby Jesus, what a sight! The Hallelujah chorus began blaring in my mind and my mouth watered. 
 
   Blinking, I sucked in a breath, taking in the beauty of them. Both of them were very well endowed, Brandon just a tiny bit longer than Jacks, but Jackson’s girth more than made up for that. Both were also clean-shaven…score!
 
   “You sure about this, baby?” Jackson asked me, his voice ragged and low. 
 
   “You stop and I’ll castrate you both. You both wanted this relationship and you have not held up your end. You’ve only tortured me,” I growled, narrowing my eyes at them. 
 
   Jackson chuckled and held up his hands in surrender; Brandon shook his head and grinned at me. They were both so amenable to this now that I had to open my mouth and ask. 
 
   “Why the hell haven’t you touched me, then? How the hell can you sleep next to me and not want to do more? You guys said you wanted me so bad, but…” I broke off, my voice cracking and surprising me. Damnit! I didn’t want to turn into an emotional wreck, begging for attention. 
 
   Brandon’s grin slipped off his face immediately, and he was beside me in an instant, Jacks right behind him. 
 
   “No, baby, no…” Brandon soothed. “We want you. So bad. Seriously bad, to the point that we were afraid we’d scare you off. And we wanted to be sure that this is what you really want, that we’re not forcing you into anything.”
 
   “Why didn’t you say anything, sweetheart?” Jackson asked. “The last thing we want is for you to pull away from us. And before you say a word, I know that’s what you were doing. You didn’t call or text me today, and I’m pretty sure it’s a no for Brandon, as well.”
 
   I shook my head, done with the conversation. I wanted to get back to the good stuff, because I seriously was about to go postal if I didn’t get my rocks off! “Less talking, more touching,” I said, firmly.
 
   I didn’t give them a chance to say anything more, reaching out and encircling both of them with my fingers. I heard Brandon gasp and he jerked slightly in my grip. Jackson inhaled sharply before releasing his breath on a groan. 
 
   Without stopping the smooth glide of my fingers up and down the smooth, hot, hard flesh jutting from each of their bodies, I slipped off the edge of the bed to my knees in front of them. I’d never dreamed of doing something like this in my life…well, okay, maybe dreamed about it, but never imagined that it would come to fruition. A headiness coursed through my veins, making me bold, and I felt sexier than I’d ever felt in my life as I leaned in and kissed the tip of each of them in turn. 
 
   Twin moans sounded softly above my head and I smiled secretively to myself. Never stopping the motion of my fingers on Brandon’s shaft, I shifted slightly and closed my lips around Jackson’s taut, heated flesh. Sucking him deep in my mouth, I slid my hand down and cupped the heavy sac resting between his thighs, tugging gently as I flattened my tongue against him on the way up, swirling it against the head, flicking the small slit there. 
 
   I moved my hand back up to his shaft, encircling it and resuming the smooth pumping motion I’d used before. I shifted to the other side and did the same for Brandon, smiling against his flesh as he growled at the feel of my mouth surrounding him. I switched back and forth between them for a while, reveling in the differences I noted; their distinctive, intoxicating scents, the taste of them, the slight difference in their sizes. 
 
   Moaning deeply in my throat, I released them and stood, pressing myself between them, begging for their bodies to encompass me in their heat. I ran my hands through Brandon’s hair, tipping my face up and begging silently for his kiss. I expected hesitation on his part simply because of where my mouth had been, but there was none. He immediately took my lips in a deep kiss, thrusting his tongue between my lips when I gasped as Jackson’s hands came up and cupped my breasts from behind. 
 
   I thrust my hips back, my ass rubbing against the velvet covered steel springing forth between Jackson’s thighs. His fingers pinched my nipples, tweaking them roughly, and I let loose a low growl, that edge of pain shifting me a little closer to going over the edge of wildness I was teetering on. 
 
   I released Brandon’s lips from mine, nipping at his bottom lip, before turning in Jackson’s arms, jerking his head down to me, and thrusting my tongue into his mouth without preamble. He opened to me, kissing me back just as ferociously as I was kissing him. I reached behind me and pulled Brandon into my back, nestling the hardness of him between my thighs until I felt the tip of him slide through the wetness gathered there. 
 
   Oh, holy fuck! The feel of them both wrapped around me was like nirvana…my own personal slice of heaven. I wanted to be possessed completely by them, to ride this out until I exploded into a million little pieces that would probably never fit back together the same way again. I already knew I was hanging by a thread and falling fast; I had been for months. But now there was nothing holding me back. 
 
   Pulling away from them, panting, I moved toward the bed, pushing Brandon ahead of me until he fell onto it, sliding to the middle and then reclining against the headboard. I climbed on the bed, following him until I was on all fours between his thighs. I wiggled my ass at Jackson, asking wordlessly for him to come behind me. He came to the bed but stopped suddenly, turning and grabbing his jeans off the floor, removing a strip of foil-wrapped squares from the back pocket. He ripped one off the strip and had it open and on before I could blink.
 
   Without warning, I felt him, thick and heavy, probing into the drenched flesh between my thighs. He hesitated as if he was unsure. I thrust my hips back, his fullness stretching me, stinging a bit as I bore down, not stopping until he was buried deep.
 
   “Oh, fucking hell,” he groaned, his hands gripping my hips tightly.
 
   I wiggled against him a bit before turning my attention to the man sitting so patiently in front of me. His eyes had darkened, the gorgeous color of them turning stormy. His lips were parted, his breathing heavy as I took him in my hand and brought him to my lips. I moaned as I closed my mouth around him because Jackson had chosen that moment to start moving, sliding in and out of me with fluid movements, filling me so deeply on every thrust that if felt like he was hitting things inside that had never been touched before. 
 
   I lost myself to the moment, floating away on the feel of Jackson hard between my thighs, of Brandon hard between my lips, the salty-sweet tang of him on my tongue, the bite of Jackson’s teeth on that tender spot where my neck and shoulder meet, Brandon’s hands fisting in my hair.
 
   The crescendo built and built, winding its way through the symphony of passion coursing through every fiber of my being, until all at once it let loose, crashing over me, sucking me down just as surely as I swallowed down every drop of Brandon’s release, licking my lips and releasing him as a scream tore from my throat. I came and came as Brandon growled and Jackson lost his smooth rhythm, pounded himself mercilessly into me, my inner muscles milking him as he spurted and shook, gasping, the heat of his release burning me even through the thin latex sheathing him. 
 
   When the tremors finally ceased, he carefully slid himself out of me and left to dispose of the condom. Brandon reached down and pulled me up over him. He cupped my cheek and, looking into my eyes, lowered his lips to mine, kissing me softly. I sighed and melted into him, loving the tenderness with which he held me. 
 
   I felt the bed depress behind me and shifted to look at Jackson as he laid down. I smiled at him and met his lips, kissing him sweetly before sliding down in the bed to lay flat on my back between them. They both moved to lay on their sides, propping their heads up on their fists to look down at me. 
 
   I grinned, unable to hold it in anymore. “So, was it good for you?” I asked, knowing the answer but still wanting the affirmation. 
 
   Jackson rolled his eyes and Brandon let out a laugh.
 
   “Who’s hungry?” Brandon asked as he lightly slapped my thigh, rolled off the bed, and strode out of the room, completely uncaring of his nudity. 
 
   Jackson and I looked at each other and laughed before getting up to follow him. Of course, I stopped to grab my robe first, and Jackson grabbed his jeans, sliding them on. When we got to the kitchen, Brandon was standing in front of the open fridge, rummaging around. 
 
   Hearing us walk in, he turned and scowled at me. “You have no food in here, woman!” he growled.
 
   I shook my head at him, laughing. “Yes, I know. I need to go to the store. Why don’t you go get some clothes on and we’ll go grab something to eat? Griff’s sound good?”
 
   Jackson and Brandon both nodded and took off to get clothes. I followed behind a little slower, finding that I was actually a little tender in places that hadn’t been worked that well in a long time.
 
   We all piled into Jackson’s car and headed downtown to Griff‘s. We sat, ate, and talked for a while before going back to my house  to go to bed. It was getting late and I needed to be at the store early in the morning because I had a lady bringing me some stuff to look at.
 
   By unspoken agreement, we stayed at my house, tumbling naked into my bed to sleep, our limbs all tangled together. 
 
   In the morning, before my alarm had even had a chance to go off, I was woken by Jackson’s mouth on my nipple, suckling and nipping, and then jerked even more awake when Brandon’s mouth opened over my wet heat, his tongue spearing through the soft folds, flicking over my clit rapidly before laving me from top to bottom. I writhed  between them, moaning and gasping, drowning in pleasure. I stiffened, my back arching as Brandon’s tongue thrust inside me, fucking me as deeply as his tongue would reach. Between that and Jackson’s mouth on my breasts, his hands squeezing and kneading them as he sucked and licked and bit, I was fast approaching the edge.
 
   Brandon’s tongue moved back to flick over my clit again and he thrust two fingers into me, curling them up to hit that elusive spot that only I’d been able to find in the past. No one else had ever made me as wild, had known how to bring me to that peak so fast, so completely. He stroked in again, his tongue moving faster, and when Jackson latched onto my nipple again, that was it. I was flying, leaping off that edge into the abyss of seemingly never-ending ecstasy. 
 
   Breathless, I lay there, my body thrumming and clenching with aftershocks, unable to move. I heard rustling movements and, unable to do more than open my eyes to see what it was, I did, gasping at what I saw. Brandon and Jackson were both on their knees beside me, each of them fisting their rods, their eyes locked on my naked body sprawled out before them. 
 
   I felt my body shift into overdrive, my inner muscles clenching again at the sight of their hands moving on themselves, jerking faster and faster, each of them panting as they reached for completion. 
 
   I moaned, long and drawn out, and whispered, “Yes, oh God, please…come for me. Come on me…Jacks…Brandon…mmmmm…”
 
   At once, they both exploded, my words taking them over the top, their groans and growls mingling with my gasps as Brandon spilled himself across my stomach, Jackson across my breasts. When the last drops of their release was wrung from them, they collapsed beside me, each taking my lips in turn, kissing me gently.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Halfway through eating my lunch at the counter in my store a couple days later, I heard my phone chime in my purse. I grabbed it to see who had texted and had to laugh out loud. 
 
   Allison Anne McCormick, you are a horrible best friend! Pick up your phone and call a bitch, bitch!
 
   I hadn’t talked to Emma in a few days, which, now that I think about it, is pretty unusual. But then again, I’d been a little preoccupied. And I was loving it!
 
   I hit the reply button and typed: What’s wrong with your fingers, Jensen? Forget how to push the dial key?
 
   No, but I figured you must have been busy if you’d forgotten to call your best friend. Who is trying to plan her wedding. AND NEEDS HER MAID OF HONOR!
 
   I rolled my eyes at her. I didn’t forget that I was supposed to meet her at the bridal store on Saturday to try to find a wedding dress for her, and bridesmaid dresses for me, Leah, and Jenna, and a flower girl dress for Hayden. Emma had already bought her shoes, and the girls and I had ordered ours finally. We’d managed to find shoes that were similar to Emma’s, only ours were studded down the stiletto heel, and the shoes themselves were black with white skulls wearing hot pink bows on their heads, instead of the hot pink of Emma’s. 
 
   Yeah, yeah, yeah. You’re just fishing for details. 
 
   My phone chimed again with her immediate reply. 
 
   No shit, Sherlock. So????????? Spill it, woman!
 
   I laughed before replying. I think we need a special sundae night for this one! How about Sat. after we do the dress thing? My place or yours?
 
   Yours. No guys allowed, so you better tell them to get lost now. Lol!
 
   I shook my head at her, smiling to myself. I have missed Emma, even though it’s only been a few days since I’d seen her last. But what could I say? Jacks and Brandon had been keeping me busy ever since they finally got it through their heads that I was serious when I said I’d give it a shot. 
 
   Things have been going great; they go do whatever they need to do in the morning, come back to me in the evening and, more often than not, wear me out completely before we finally all fall asleep. 
 
   We all went grocery shopping together the night before last because Brandon kept whining that he’d waste away if I didn’t get some food in my fridge. Jacks and I could only laugh as he filled the cart with more food than I’ve ever bought at one time in my life. I can’t complain, though, because he actually has cooked up a couple great dinners for us. Jackson, surprisingly, doesn’t do too bad in the kitchen himself. I get by, but I’m no Paula Deen. 
 
   Yet, even though things are going so well, there’s still that niggling doubt in the back of my mind. 
 
   Dragging myself out of my thoughts, I grabbed the duster and started around the store, dusting and straightening shelves and displays as I went. I stopped here and there to greet customers that wandered in, and I even sold the quilt hanger my mom had brought in the other day. 
 
   When six o’clock rolled around, I went through my closing routine and headed out the door, stopping in surprise when I saw Jackson leaning against my car. I look around, searching for Brandon, but didn’t see him anywhere.
 
   I quirked my eyebrow as I walked toward him, leaning in and giving him a brief kiss before asking, “Where’s Brandon? And where’s your car? How’d you get here?”
 
   Jackson smiled and kissed me again before answering. “Brandon actually dropped me off. He’s got some late appointments at the shop, so I figured I would take my girl out on a date.”
 
   Huh. Wasn’t expecting that one! 
 
   “Sure…that sounds good?” I said, though it sounded more like a question. It did sound good; I was pretty stoked to spend some time with him, but I was just surprised, pleasantly so. We’d never been on a date; nor had Brandon and I. 
 
   He smiled at me again. Gah! That damn dimple…I swear it makes my stomach drop and my lady parts moisten every time! The corner of my mouth kicked up in a half-smile and I handed him my keys wordlessly. He took them with a wink and, taking my elbow, actually walked me around the car and opened my door for me. His momma must have raised him right!
 
   I settled in the seat of my car and put a hand to my stomach. I mean, I’ve had this man rubbing his naked body all over me, I’ve had his penis in my mouth, he’s been inside me…why am I suddenly nervous? I have no idea why, but I was. It felt like I swallowed a pound of butterflies, and my heart was pounding out of my chest. 
 
   I looked over and then quickly away as Jacks got in and started the car, pulling out of the lot and taking me to wherever he wanted to go, and I was okay with that. I didn’t think I could make a decision like that to save my life at the moment. 
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that he kept glancing my way, his beautiful lips curved in a smile that looked like it was permanently plastered across his face. Which didn’t help my nerves one bit.
 
   He reached over and grabbed my hand, lacing his fingers through mine and stroking my hand with his thumb. 
 
   “Did you have a good day at the store?” he asked. 
 
   I nodded at first, then cleared my throat and replied. “Yeah, it was okay. Sold an antique lamp that I got at an auction and someone brought me in some kickass old records.”
 
   “Nice,” he said. “My mom actually had a huge collection of records at one time. She used to get them out and play them on this old record player…then she’d grab us up and start dancing around the living room. It was great…” His voice trailed off and he didn’t say anything more. 
 
   “Does she still have them?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head no, but didn’t offer any further information. 
 
   “So, who’s us? You and your sister?” I asked him. I knew he had a sister and it was just the two of them with their mom. He never mentioned his dad, and I didn’t know how he’d take my asking about it. 
 
   “Yeah,” Jacks replied. “That was after the divorce. Mom always seemed to be a lot happier after Dad left. I think we all were, you know?” he asked, glancing at me before turning back to the road. 
 
   I looked out the window, furrowing my brow in confusion as we pulled into a long gravel drive that looked a lot like the one beside Brandon and Luke’s house. I turned to look at Jackson, the question evident in my eyes. 
 
   “I wanted to show you something, so I figured I’d surprise you a little. Yeah?” he asked, his voice husky. 
 
   I nodded at him and started to get out but stopped when he said, “Uh-uh…let me.” I sat back and waited for him to come around and let me out. 
 
   “Thank you,” I told him. 
 
   He smiled and leaned in, kissing me sweetly. He pulled back, but his hand came up to cup my cheek, his fingers caressing my skin tenderly. He was being so attentive I wanted to melt into a puddle right there in the drive. Instead, I turned my head and laid my lips against the palm of his hand, kissing it before I nipped it gently with my teeth. I smiled at his gasp and looked up to meet his darkening gaze. 
 
   “Allie, baby…God, you’re almost too much,” he whispered. Then he grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the structure coming to life. 
 
   I took in my first real look at what was going to be Jackson’s house. It was really big, but not over the top. They were a lot further along with it than I thought; they’d already started finishing the exterior with a gorgeous charcoal colored siding. The front porch was wrap-around, wide and inviting and I could picture some ferns and rocking chairs there, maybe even a swing. The front door was black with a large beveled window. It looked sophisticated yet inviting. 
 
   Jacks led me up the stairs and opened the door, ushering me inside. He closed the door behind me and took my hand, leading me through the house. He showed me where the kitchen would be, with a large walk-in pantry, the laundry room off the mudroom where the door to the large back deck area. He indicated that he’d be putting an in-ground pool and hot tub in back there, too, which I definitely could see myself putting to good use!
 
   He showed me where the living room would be, and then the rest of the first floor that consisted of a bathroom, a guestroom with it’s own bath, and an office. Afterwards, he pulled me to the stairs and nodded with his head for me to precede him. I shook my head at him and complied, smiling when I heard his sharp intake of breath as he watched my ass sway in front of him. When I got to the top, there was a sitting/loft area that I hadn’t realized looked over the living room and foyer.
 
   Jackson turned to the left and led me through a doorway into a huge room that I had to assume was to be the master bedroom. In the middle of the floor, he had spread out a large, thick comforter and had laid out a picnic complete with wine, fruit, cheeses, crackers, and bite sized meats. The sun was still shining through the windows, giving a warm glow to the room. 
 
   To the left of the doorway was another door that, upon inspection, turned out to be a large, double walk-in closet. There was another door a little further to the right of the closet that opened up beside a glass fronted gas fireplace. When I walked through that door into a large bathroom, I didn’t want to ever leave. The fireplace was double-sided; the fire was visible through the glass front on either side, in the bathroom
 
   or the bedroom. There was a marble-topped, double sink vanity to the left, a separate toilet area to the rear that had it’s own door, a walk-in shower with a tiled bench seat and multiple shower heads beside that, and then to the right, in a little alcove that was perfectly placed to enjoy the fireplace at the same time, was a large garden tub with whirlpool jets. 
 
   That did it. I wasn’t leaving. I’m a bathroom whore and this one made me want to take up residence ten minutes ago. 
 
   I heard Jackson chuckling at me and glanced at the doorway where he stood. I smiled and shrugged my shoulders at him. “What can I say? This bathroom is the shit!”
 
   “I’m pretty fond of it myself. But, I can’t take all the credit for the design. I had a little help,” he said. 
 
   “Okay?” I said. “Who helped?” I asked, curious to see who it was and why he would have even asked for their help. He’s the architect, so…
 
   “Emma helped me,” he said, taking me by surprise. 
 
   “Em? Why would you ask for her help?” I asked him, definitely wanting to know the answer to this one. 
 
   “Because I wanted to know what you would like, what would make you happy here.”
 
   Uh…huh? ‘Scuse me? I shook my head, sure I didn’t hear him right. “What?”
 
   He reached out for my hand, pulling me into the bedroom area saying, “Let me show you the rest of the house up here first, then we’ll come in here and sit down. Okay?”
 
   I let him lead me back through the loft, into a short hallway that had a bathroom to the right, a bedroom beside it, and another bedroom to the left. I looked at each room, taking them in but not fully aware of what I was doing, still stuck on the words that Jacks had uttered. 
 
   We walked back into the master bedroom and both sat on the blanket covered floor. He opened the wine and poured me a glass. I didn’t hesitate, throwing it back in two gulps and holding my glass out for another. He refilled it with a raised eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. 
 
   I took my time with this one, sipping a couple times before addressing the elephant in the room. “Jackson…why would you even try to make your house suit me, to make me happy? It’s your house, so you should do it to suit you. “
 
   “I did, Allie. It suits me to please you. I sat back for all these months, not really sure of the welcome I would get from you. I thought you and Brandon had a thing going and I didn’t have a chance, but Emma told me not to give up just yet. And then I started noticing the way you looked at me…I realized that I didn’t want to give up on it. I wanted you, Allie…hell, there’s no past tense to it, I want you. Even when I have you, I want you,” he said, matter-of-factly.
 
   “But, Jacks-” I began, stopping when he interrupted me.
 
   “No, Allie, let me finish. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to have you, and I’m telling you now, regardless of what happens, you’re mine. Mine and Brandon’s, but he’s not here to give you his own words. But these are mine; yeah, we may not have known each other for years, but there’s something there. I know you feel it when you look at me. And then the last few days since you’ve finally given in…I’m falling for you, Allie. Fuck, if I’m being honest, I’ve already fallen for you,” he said raggedly. 
 
   I could see the effort it took for him to open up and let me see his vulnerability and it felled me. I was completely floored by his words, my first instinct to tell him that it’s too soon, too early; he can’t feel that way about me already. But looking at him, really seeing him, I could tell that he was absolutely telling me the truth. It made my heart swell, and, if I was honest with myself, fall a little deeper for him than I already had. 
 
   I sat my glass down beside me and moved towards him, leaning over him and tossing my right leg over his legs until I was straddling his lap. Looking directly into his eyes, I kissed him, trying to tell him with my lips just a sliver of what I wasn’t ready to say with words. 
 
   We stayed like that, kissing for a while, before he moved me back and started feeding me. I reciprocated, laughing when his teeth nipped the tip of my fingers as I fed him a grape. I felt a lightness that I hadn’t realized was missing spread through me, and I relaxed into the moment, enjoying Jackson’s company. There was a part of me that felt slightly guilty for doing this without Brandon, but surely that’s how this whole thing works. I’d have alone time with him as well, right?
 
   When both of us were replete and my head was swimming mildly with the wine, Jackson cleared everything off the blanket and pushed me down, covering my body with his as he kissed me deeply. Moaning, I parted my lips for him, relishing the taste of wine on his tongue. 
 
   His hands roamed my body, sliding up under my shirt to unsnap my bra and then pulling me up to remove both. I laid back down, staring up at him as he sat there unmoving, taking in the sight of me displayed before him. Slowly I raised my hands, cupping my own breasts before sliding them down my stomach to the fly of my jeans. A quick jerk and unzip and they were open, showing a pale triangle of flesh framed in the v created there. 
 
   Jackson’s breath left him in a rush and he came alive, curling his fingers into the waistband of my jeans and jerking them down my legs. I had barely kicked free of them, toeing them off at the same time as my shoes, before his mouth was hot on me, his tongue parting my slick folds, tasting every inch of me. I arched my back and fisted my hands as best I could in his hair, pulling his face tighter against me, grinding my wetness into his mouth. 
 
   He pushed his face into me even harder, flattening his tongue and rubbing it roughly against the hard bud of my clit, sending me flying without warning. I screamed out into the empty room, flooding his mouth with my release and shuddering as he licked every drop from me. When he raised his head, he stole my breath with the wildness blazing in his eyes. 
 
   I’d never felt more wanted than right then and it made me even wetter than I’d been when I’d come. Using my fingers still entwined in his hair, I pulled him up and over me, meeting his lips with mine in a frenzied kiss, groaning at the taste of myself on his lips, his tongue, everywhere in his mouth. I pushed against his chest, rolling with him until I was straddled across his hips, tearing at his clothes in the process. I wanted him as naked as me so I could feel every inch of him against me.
 
   He sat up and helped me, moving me to the side in order to shove his jeans down and off, and then barely having time to lie back again before I mounted him again, sliding that dripping wet part of me against his straining hardness. The tip of him slid along my folds, parting around the blunt head until he was nestled between them. I could feel his pulse thrumming along my clit, and it was driving me insane.
 
   Without wasting another moment, I slid myself forward again until I felt the tip of him nudge against my opening, and then I was taking him deep, not stopping until I felt his balls slap against my ass. 
 
   “Jesus, Allie…” Jacks moaned. “Baby, I don’t think I’m gonna last…you feel too good…oh, God, Allie…”
 
   “Just enjoy the ride, lover…yes…” I growled as I began moving on him. I didn’t bother moving up and down him; I wanted him to stay as deep as possible inside me. I began sliding myself back and forth, circling and rocking my hips against him, grinding my hips against his, which rubbed my clit perfectly against his pelvis. I braced my hands on his chest and arched my back, circling my hips faster and grinding harder against him until I imploded, feeling like every inch of myself was sucked into an abyss before exploding outward into a million pieces. 
 
   I screamed, long and loud, the sound wrenched from me as I felt Jacks follow me down, the hard column of him buried deep between my thighs spasming inside me, filling me up with his release. 
 
   I collapsed against his chest, panting heavily and peppering his chest, neck, and face with kisses. “Fucking hell, Jackson!” I panted. “I don’t think I can move.”
 
   Jacks didn’t say a word, just wrapped his arms around me, holding me close against him. He was still buried deep inside me, but I could feel his hardness waning. I squirmed against him and smiled as I felt him jerk inside me, his breath coming out on a groan. “Oh, baby…don’t move yet. Give me a minute,” he mumbled.
 
   We laid like that for a time, coming down from the heights we’d ascended, watching the shadows grow around us. Finally he kissed the top of my head and patted my ass, signaling that our private moment was coming to a close. 
 
   We got up and got dressed, cleaning up the picnic remains and returning to the car. I let Jacks drive again, and I loved that neither one of us could seem to stop touching the other all the way to my house. 
 
   When we pulled up and went inside, Brandon was sitting on the couch. 
 
   He smiled as I walked into the room, standing immediately and pulling me into his arms, kissing me thoroughly before asking, “Hey, baby. Did you have a good time on your date with Jacks?”
 
   I nodded and hugged him back, meeting his kiss as he dipped his head toward me again. “Yeah, I finally saw his house…it’s going to be gorgeous!” I said, grinning over at Jackson when I said it. 
 
   “That’s cool,” Brandon said. “So, since tonight is Friday night, what do you guys say to going out and doing something?” 
 
   His face lit up like a little kid’s, but that’s just Brandon. He’s always excited, always finds the fun in everything. I really love that about him. 
 
   I shrugged and looked over at Jacks. “I don’t care. What do you think? We could call Emma and Luke and see if they want to go? Maybe hit up that new dance club that opened up a couple weeks ago?”  I’m a sucker for dancing and, once you get a couple drinks in me, I could dance all night!
 
   Jacks nodded, but I think he saw how antsy I got when we talked about going dancing, so he was good with whatever as long as it made me happy. Brandon saw the nod and grabbed his phone to call Luke. I wasn’t leaving it to chance, though, so I pulled out my phone and dialed Emma. 
 
   She answered on the second ring. “Hi, stranger! What’s up?” she asked. Then I heard her gasp. “Oh no, Allie, you are NOT calling to cancel out on me tomorrow. You absolutely HAVE to go with me because you have to find a dress for the wedding, and I have to find a dress for the wedding, and you have to be there because you’re my best friend, and Jenna is driving me nuts and…”
 
   “Emma! Shut up!” I yelled into the phone, trying to stop her panicked tirade. “What the hell has gotten into you, chick? Of course I’m not calling to cancel!” I tried to soothe her, curious as to why she’s starting to freak out. 
 
   She took a deep breath and blew it out, directly into the mouthpiece of her phone and I laughed. “Geez, Em. Trying to turn me on blowing in my ear like that?” I teased. 
 
   “Allie…you’re a dipshit, you know that?” she asked, laughing. 
 
   “Yes, but you love me,” I replied. “Anyway, I was calling to see if you and Luke wanted to go down to that new club with us? I wouldn’t mind checking it out, and you know I love to dance! There’s some melon sours with your name on them…” I said in a sing-song voice to her. 
 
   She humphed. “Fuck melon sours…I need some liquid cocaine!” she exclaimed.
 
   Ooh…that did sound good. “Well, I’d have to make a run to the liquor store on the way, but I’m okay with that. Alright, it’s on. Go get ready, I’m gonna jump in the shower real quick and get the guys moving. Yay! Party night!” I shrieked, purposely making myself sound like a ditzy ass valley girl. 
 
   She laughed, which is what I wanted, said okay, and hung up on me. I turned to Jacks and Brandon, who’d just hung up the phone from his own phone conversation with Luke, and told them, “Yup! They’re in. Get ready and we have to hit the liquor store up on the way to their house. Is that okay?”
 
   They both nodded and said they’d get ready at Luke and Brandon’s house when we got there. Duh moment for me. They’d been at my house every night, so it completely slipped my mind that they wouldn’t have going out clothes at my house. 
 
   I hurried through a shower but took a little more time with my makeup after running some gel through my hair and spiking it up in the back. I’d let it grow out some in the front, so I smoothed the longer pieces around my face, my side-swept bangs dipping over my eye. Satisfied that I looked pretty good, I grabbed my black skinny jeans and a black and silver halter top from my closet, dressed quickly, and shoved my feet into my black peep toe stilettos before heading back into the living room where the guys were waiting. 
 
   When I walked into the room, Jackson and Brandon both sat up, their eyes raking up and down my body. Brandon let out a low wolf whistle and I smiled. “Ready?” I asked them. 
 
   They nodded and we headed out the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   We pulled up to the house to see Emma waiting on the front porch. I jumped out of the car and reached in to lug all of the various bottles of alcohol and fillers I’d bought to make the liquid cocaine. I turned to walk toward the house and before I could take a step, the bags were pulled from my fingers and the guys took off inside. 
 
   Shaking my head, I mounted the steps to stand beside Emma. “So, were you that anxious to see me? What are you doing out here?” I asked, smiling. 
 
   She scowled. “Waiting on Doug to finish. I swear to God, that dog purposely takes his time. Did I tell you he came home smelling like a fucking skunk again last week? It’s like he seeks them out and taunts them like, ‘hey guys! C’mon, spray me! The bitch at home LOVES taking tomato juice baths!’ And I think he has a girlfriend. There’s a little black lab that I saw chasing him the other day, but I don’t know where she came from or where she went. If he comes home with puppies in tow, I’m gonna castrate him!”
 
   Doug chose that moment to come trotting up the steps. He stopped and licked my toes where they peeked out the peep-toe of my shoes, and I patted his head. He turned and looked at Emma, and if I didn’t see it with my own eyes, I’d never believed it, but he opened up that doggy mouth of his and grinned at her!
 
   I laughed as Emma muttered, ‘smart ass’ under her breath while glaring at him. Still laughing, I shook my head and we went inside to see the guys standing around the counter, eyeballing all the liquor. 
 
   “Oh, no no no! Don’t even think about touching any of it!” I shouted. 
 
   Luke threw his hands up and yelled, “Not touching! I’m not touching it!”
 
   I heard Emma laugh and Brandon groaned, throwing his head back and moaning, “Oh, God…he’s pussy whipped! He won’t even touch the liquor!”
 
   I cocked my eyebrow at him and tried to look serious but couldn’t help but smile back at him as he grinned at me, completely unashamed at his part in trying to get into the booze. Jackson just stood there grinning at everyone, but I think he had a pretty good reason to be in a good mood. I know I did…
 
   “Just give me a few minutes and then you guys can take off with whatever is left. But who’s DD tonight?” I asked.
 
   Jackson spoke up. “I’ll do it. That way we can drop Emma and Luke off here before we go back to your house. Unless you want to just crash here tonight in Brandon’s bed?” He looked at me questioningly. 
 
   I shrugged and asked Brandon, “Do you want to sleep in your bed for a change or go to my house?”
 
   “Your house, definitely. My mattress squeaks. And I don’t want to hear all the ‘Oh, God’s and ooh, yes, harder’s later coming from upstairs,” Brandon said, smirking at Emma.
 
   I laughed as I watched Emma’s face turn bright red. It doesn’t matter how often we tease her, she still gets embarrassed. I took the big pitcher of ice she held out to me and began cracking open bottles, pouring each into it in turn. I grabbed the long handled spoon she handed me and stirred to mix the vodka, amaretto, Southern Comfort, Grand Marnier, pineapple juice, sweet & sour mix, and 7up all together. 
 
   When it was all mixed, I poured a glass of it for everyone except Jacks, and then raised my glass, the others following suit without question. 
 
   Without even thinking, I gave my customary girl’s night toast. “Here’s to a good night with plenty of booze, good music to dance to, and lots of hot dudes!” As soon as the words left my mouth, Emma cringed and then busted out laughing at the horrified look I know how to be plastered across my face.
 
   Luke looked like he was trying to choke back the laughter, and Brandon didn’t even try. 
 
   Jackson just shook his head and said, “Might want to work on a new toast there, babe.”
 
   Oy.
 
   We hung out and drank a bit more before piling into Brandon’s Expedition because it was the biggest vehicle.  About twenty minutes later we pulled up to new club that had opened in town, The Dungeon. I was really curious to see what kind of club it was. I’d heard a few people talk about it in passing and how much fun it was to go there and dance, so I was definitely excited to get in and have a good time. About the best place to go dancing before the new one came in was Shimbot’s on Main, but a lot of people don’t want to go there because it’s a “gay bar”.  Gay or not, I’ve always had a blast there!
 
   There was no horrendously long line to get in (come on, it’s Ohio, not Hollywood), so we made it into the dimness of what looked to be a lobby area fairly quickly. There was a gorgeous woman standing at a podium, dancing to the heavy beat of the music flooding the room while she was checking ID’s and taking the cover charge. She was wearing a tight black and hot pink corset with black boy short panties, fishnet stockings, and six inch stiletto-heeled fuck-me shoes. I think we all drooled.
 
   We paid the cover and pushed our way through the heavy black curtains separating the lobby from the actual club. It. Was. Awesome. The décor was predominantly black with splashes of red and silver throughout. The lighting was even dimmer than usual for a club, and the dance floor was packed. I gasped as I noticed two cages on either side of a stage area along the back wall; in each one was a woman dressed similarly to the one in the lobby, dancing seductively. One of them held a whip, the other what looked to be a riding crop. Yikes. 
 
   And by yikes, I mean, oh-holy-shit-how-hot-is-that?!
 
   The bar, a long expanse of glossy black wood, was situated along the far right wall. There were black booths with blood red cushions along the left and front walls, with some tables and chairs placed around the perimeter of the dance floor. They were separated by a half-wall that almost enclosed the dance area. There was also a staircase that I noticed led up to a loft area with more tables, chairs, and booths. 
 
   I looked over at Emma, whose eyes were sparkling and her lips were stretched in a wide smile, and raised my eyebrows. Without hesitation, she nodded and we took off, grinning as we heard the guys start to protest behind us. We ignored them and made a bee-line for the dance floor, shrieking when the song changed and the speakers began belting out AC/DC’s Shook Me All Night Long. I don’t care how old or young you are, when that song plays, you dance!
 
   We rushed the floor, pushing our way in and then started to dance, shaking our hips and asses as we bounced around. I love to dance (I mentioned this before) and Emma, though you won’t get her to really admit it, does too. She’s pretty decent when she lets loose, and I can hold my own for sure, if I do say so myself. In fact, back in the day, that’s how Emma and I managed to drink for free pretty much every night we went out, even when we went to Shimbot’s on Main. I’d grab Emma and start grinding on her and soon enough, we’d have an audience panting around us and would be making steady trips to the bar, accompanying the buyer of the moment. (Give us some credit, we knew better than to wait for them to bring the drinks to us; never know what the hell they might have tried to pull!) God, those were the good ol’ days…
 
   Still dancing, I looked around to see where the guys had went since we’d left them. I spotted Luke and Jacks sitting in a booth not too far from the bar, but didn’t see Brandon anywhere. I danced in a circle, turning to see if I could find him and stopped dead in my tracks when I finally did. I felt Emma bump against me, dancing like a maniac, but she froze when she saw what had me staring. 
 
   Brandon was standing at the bar, but he was leaning down so he could hear the slutty little skank currently talking in his ear. Her hand was pressed to his arm, fingers squeezing his bicep. I don’t think so, whore-bag…
 
   I strode off the dance floor, Emma holding onto my shirt so she didn’t lose me, headed straight for Brandon. Emma knew better than to try to stop me, but as I got closer, I did notice that she broke away from me and made her way toward Luke and Jacks. Calling in the big guns to stop me in case I do something stupid. Not that I would…I think. 
 
   I didn’t stop until I reached Brandon’s side, purposefully sliding under his arm and wrapping both of my arms around his waist, which knocked the skank’s hand away. Oops…my bad. Ha! Yeah, right…
 
   I pressed myself tight to him and tipped my head back, meeting his amused gaze with mine. I smiled sweetly at him and asked, “What are you getting me to drink, baby?”
 
   He chuckled and squeezed me, not bothering to reply. He did, however, look back at Skank and say, “Sorry, as I was saying, I’m not interested. I’ve got all the woman I need right here.”
 
   Gah…I melted into him, unable to help myself. He made things down low clench and become suspiciously damp. 
 
   I straightened a bit when I felt someone walk up behind me and noticed that Skank’s eyes were locking onto a new target. Turning my head, I smirked as Jackson slid his hand down my side, stopping possessively on my hip. 
 
   “Brandon getting you a drink, baby?” he asked. 
 
   “Sure is, lover,” I replied with relish. 
 
   I watched Skank’s eyes widen and her mouth open and close, her face becoming decidedly redder and redder, even in the dim lighting of the room. “You…you…whore!” she sputtered. “Both of them? You greedy ass bitch!” she shrieked. 
 
   I opened my mouth but didn’t get a chance to say a word. Brandon growled, “I suggest you walk away now and it’d be in your best interest to keep your mouth shut while you do it. And don’t you ever call my woman names again. Trust me, she’s better than you’ll ever dream of being.”
 
   I gawked at him, and then at Jacks as well, as he nodded and shooed her away with his hand. I shook my head at them, grinning. “I could have handled that, you know.”
 
   Brandon shrugged. “Yeah, I know. But I’d hate to get kicked out of here for you beating that bitch’s ass before I even get to dance with you.”
 
   I laughed and hugged him, then turned and hugged Jackson before leaving them at the bar and making my way to the booth where Luke and Emma sat. Emma was laughing as I sat down and Luke was shaking his head. 
 
   “I swear, Allie, you cause trouble everywhere you go!” Luke said affectionately. 
 
   I glared at him, knowing that he was referencing the time I bitch-slapped a guy down at Skin Deep. Seriously, though, the dude had it coming. If he’d have groped my ass one more time, he probably would have went home wearing his ball-sac as a hat. He’s lucky all he was wearing was my hand print on his cheek. 
 
   Brandon and Jackson came back to the table then carrying drinks for us. Brandon had so kindly gotten a couple melon sours for us (frou-frou, yes, but so damn good!) and had also brought us a couple Three Wise Men, which are shots made of Johnnie Walker, Jim Beam, and Jack Daniels. Guaranteed to mess your world up!
 
   Which is why, an hour and countless dances with my guys later, I was now kneeling on the bar, leaned backwards as the bartender poured a shot of tequila straight into my mouth. I got to my feet, still surprisingly steady, and started busting a move as Prince’s Pussy Control started playing. I heard Emma hoot and then she hopped up beside me, both of us dancing our asses off. She was laughing at me like crazy because I couldn’t help but belt out every single word as I dipped and rolled and basically humped the air. 
 
   Aaaand cue the big gulp and wide-eyed look from both me and Emma as we noticed halfway through the song that we’d gathered an audience. And fuck me running…front and center of that group were three drop-dead gorgeous males who did NOT look happy.  At all. 
 
   Emma and I looked at each other again for a beat and then scrambled to get down. She shrieked beside me as Luke wasted no time in reaching up and lifting her down before she could do it herself, then without a word turned and left, Emma still held in his arms. 
 
   I remained standing there, frozen, until Jackson’s deep voice broke in above the music. “If you don’t get your happy ass off that bar right now, Allie, I won’t be held responsible for what happens next.”
 
   Brandon nodded seriously beside Jackson and I couldn’t help it. I tried, I seriously did, but I guess I’m too much of a smart ass for my own good. “Threats, Jacks?” I said, saucily. “You should know better than that. I LIKE being punished…”
 
   I let out my own loud squeak, my words cutting off sharply as Brandon grabbed me down the same as Luke had Emma, and headed toward the door. I turned my head in time to see Jackson throw a couple bills down on the bar before nodding at the bartender and following us out. 
 
   Oh, hell. I was in for it now. Unless…
 
   Light bulb! I can’t get yelled at if they’re busy doing other things, right? With that in mind, I tightened my arms around Brandon and nuzzled my lips against his throat. I trailed kisses up his neck to his ear, taking the lobe in my teeth and nipping before whispering, “I want you inside me, Brandon.”
 
   I felt a slight shudder run through him and his arms tightened even more around me, but he didn’t say a word. I darted my tongue out to taste him and continued to rain hot, open-mouthed kisses down his neck and jaw, moving swiftly toward his lips. I grunted when he turned his mouth away so I couldn’t reach it, pulling back slightly and scowling at him. He just shook his head and when we reached his SUV, he slid me down his chest and sat me on my feet before opening the back door for me to get in. 
 
   I shot him one more dirty look before crawling into the middle of the backseat, expecting him to follow me in. He didn’t; he got up front with Jacks and Emma and Luke got in on either side of me. 
 
   Emma looked at me and grinned, clearly feeling no pain. My head was swimming and I was more than a little…okay, a lot, buzzed, so I just shook my head and grinned back at her before laying my head on her shoulder. I felt her head lean against mine and then it was lights out. 
 
   In the morning, I blinked open eyelids that felt like they weighed twenty pounds each and flailed around, trying to turn off the alarm that was rattling my brain with every obnoxious beep. Why the hell had I set the alarm on a Saturday morning anyway?
 
   Oh, shit! Today was the day we were doing the whole dress thing for Emma’s wedding. I groaned as I moved to sit up. First things first, though. I needed the bathroom and some Tylenol, stat! 
 
   Strike that—first things first; I wasn’t going anywhere until I managed to get out from between the two solid walls of hot, nude male flesh wrapped around me. 
 
   “Mmmfff…quit moving,” Brandon grumbled. 
 
   I pushed against his chest and said, “I have to get up so I have to move. Just let me up and go back to sleep. I have to go meet Emma and the other girls at the dress shop,” I replied softly to him. 
 
   Jackson’s arm tightened around me, pulling me back against his chest and Brandon slid even closer until I was completely pressed between them. Brandon’s head came up and his lips met mine in a brief kiss as I felt Jackson’s lips nuzzle the curve of my neck and shoulder. I wiggled, loving the feel of them wrapped around me.
 
   “How’s your head?” Jackson asked. I could hear the laughter in his words.
 
   “Ehhh…got a bit of a headache, but I’ll be fine once I get some Tylenol in me. Why?” I asked him.
 
   He shrugged, but Brandon is the one who answered. “You definitely knocked back some drinks last night, babe. So, did you have fun dancing on the bar?” 
 
   Eek. “Ummm…yes?” I squeaked out and then laughed as he growled and dug his fingers into my sides, tickling me. 
 
   I couldn’t get away because Jackson was still holding me tight against him. “Okay! I give up! I’m sorry…No! I didn’t have fun dancing on the bar! Stop!” I yelled, still laughing. 
 
   Brandon let his hands drop and he kissed me one more time. I turned toward Jackson when he started speaking so I could look at him. 
 
   “You were driving us crazy up there…and all those guys were crowding around staring. I thought Brandon was going to murder one of the dumb bastards because he kept saying how hot you were and that he was gonna try to ‘tap ‘dat ass’ once you came down. God, you’re so fuckin’ sexy, sweetheart…I wanted nothing more than to rip you down and bury my dick in you as deep as I could.” The last words came out on a growl.
 
   My mouth went dry at his words, and desire curled heavily in the pit of my stomach as Brandon chimed in, “We got plans for you tonight, babe. A little bit of punishment that you like so much.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   “Oh, come on, Allie. Don’t tell me that you have nothing to say. You’re fucking two of the hottest guys in town, at the same time, I might add, so you’re gonna tell us exactly what’s been going down. Besides you!” 
 
   Leah delivered the last dig with a flourish, grinning and cackling along with Jenna and Emma. Emma’s mom, Jan, even lost it, bending over in half and crossing her legs like she was about to piss herself. 
 
   I glowered at her for a minute but couldn’t contain my laughter anymore. Grinning, I crowed, “It’s fucking awesome!” 
 
   “Oh God,” Leah groaned, “I’m so jealous!” She flopped down on the couch and flung her head back with her arm over her face in a pretty good woe-is-me moment. 
 
   Jenna’s face turned serious all of a sudden before she asked, “So, how does it work? I mean, do they both like…put it in? At the same time?”
 
   “JENNA!” Jan hollered, her face blood red. “OH MY GOD!”
 
   I stood there in the middle of the bridal store, my jaw on the floor because I seriously could not believe she’d just asked that. We’d only been there for about thirty minutes just looking around, and I know my face was probably even redder than Emma’s mom’s! 
 
   I turned my head slightly and noticed that two of the employees and another bridal party were looking pretty interested in the current conversation so I shook my head and sliced my hand across my throat in the universal signal for ‘Enough’ and walked away, heading towards another rack of dresses. 
 
   I felt someone come up behind me and looked over my shoulder to see Emma, her face contrite. 
 
   “Don’t even apologize for her, Em,” I said before she got a chance to say anything. “Seriously, it’s fine and I’m not mad. In fact, I probably would have answered her if it wasn’t for the audience we were drawing!” I smiled at her and she laughed. 
 
   “It’s not anything I haven’t wondered about myself, you know. So are we still on for our girl’s night after this?” Emma asked.
 
   “Hell, yes!” I said, nodding vigorously. “I’ve been missing you!”
 
   “I know, I’ve been missing you, too! But sheesh, Brandon and Jackson must be keeping you busy since they’re always there. The house almost feels lonely without you guys all there all the time,” she said. 
 
   “Yeah, right. You forget that I know it’s only you and Luke there most of the time now, and you can’t go ten minutes without jumping each other. You’ve probably christened every room of the house by now, except for Brandon’s!” I laughed.
 
   Her face flushed and I gasped. “Ohmigod, Emma. Please tell me you didn’t!”
 
   She shook her head half-heartedly before dropping her head and mumbling, “It wasn’t really in his room…more like up against the door!”
 
   “You dirty little thing, Emma!” I told her, grinning when she looked back up with a grin of her own.
 
   “Let’s go find you a dress, hooker.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her toward a rack full of gorgeous wedding gowns along the back wall. 
 
   We sorted through dresses for a minute, pointing different ones out to each other, and to Jan, Leah, and Jenna who had made their way back to us. I ran my hand down the skirt of one and pulled it out so I could see it better. When I did, I gasped and hollered at Emma.
 
   “Emma! Look at this one!”
 
   She came over, followed by her mom and sisters and watched as I pulled the dress from the rack, holding it in front of me to let them see it. Every single one of them gasped and Emma grabbed it, heading off at almost a dead run for the fitting rooms. We chased after her, arranging ourselves on the chairs and sofas positioned in the center of the area with mirrors all around and  little round platforms to stand on for optimum viewing. 
 
   One of the dress consultants came over to Emma’s fitting room door and asked her if she needed help with anything. Emma opened the door slightly and ushered her in to help with the zipper, I’m assuming. I would have helped her, just the same as her family, but I’m guessing she wanted the surprise factor still. 
 
   We waited anxiously for her to come out. The bridal consultant stepped out of the room and held the door wide for Emma. She walked out of the room and stepped up on the platform, turning in a slow circle before looking at us and saying, “Well?”
 
   I felt tears well in my eyes. She’d lost a little bit of weight in the past months, but then again, she’d been through hell. But damned if she didn’t look absolutely amazing. I heard sniffling and turned to see that Jan, Leah, and Jenna all had tears in their eyes, as well. 
 
   “Emma…” I breathed. “That’s the one. That’s it.”
 
   She nodded and turned in a slow circle again, watching herself in the mirror with an amazed look on her face.  The dress was simply gorgeous, and it fit her like a dream. It was white, high-necked in the front, but it was sleeveless and fitted through the bust and waist, covered with a gorgeous lace pattern. The skirt was solid satin, but there were lace cutouts all around the hem. When she turned, the straps of the dress actually criss-crossed  and met with a lace placket in the center of her back, leaving her shoulders and most of her back bare to the waist. There were three diamond shaped lace cutouts going up the back of the train and skirt, surrounded with a pattern of smaller lace cutouts around each. 
 
   It was simple, elegant, and absolutely breathtaking. 
 
   Emma faced us again, her face alight, and she nodded, saying, “This one. This is my dress.”
 
   We all squealed and hugged her carefully before she retreated to the dressing room to take it off and have it packaged up into a protective bag. She decided against a veil, not wanting anything to cover up the back of the dress, and we all went back to browsing the racks for bridesmaid dresses. 
 
   I was on one side of the store when I heard Jenna holler for Emma. We all met where she was standing, holding a black chiffon bridesmaid dress. We all dug through the rack and grabbed our respective sizes before we headed to the fitting rooms. I was the first one out, standing up on the platform for Emma to look the dress over. Personally, I loved it. It was solid black except for a thin line of hot pink along the top of the dress, strapless, and knee length, very light and flowing. The under-layer of the skirt was hot pink, too, offering a flash of color when we moved. 
 
   When the other girls came out and stood beside me, Emma clapped her hands and shrieked. “Yay! Those are perfect and they’re gonna match the shoes perfectly!”
 
   An hour later, we had even found Hayden’s flower girl dress (Jenna had left her at home rather than having to chase her around the store) and were all piled into Brandon’s SUV, which he had let me borrow for the day so we didn’t all have to drive separately. We headed to Beck’s for some lunch and were sitting there chatting when Jenna’s phone rang. 
 
   “Hello?” she said as she answered. “WHAT?” she shouted, ignoring us as we all stared.
 
   “Son of a motherless goat, Noah. How the hell did she get ahold of the clippers in the first place?” she paused, listening for a minute. “Seriously? You didn’t know better than to unplug them and put them away after you cut Jarrod’s hair? ”
 
   Every single one of us gasped at her words, each of us picturing her four year old daughter, Hayden, with a bald patch where she’d most likely shaved her own head. 
 
   “I’ll be home in a minute. How much of it is gone?” she asked, warily. Another pause  before she sighed heavily and dropped her head to the table, banging it gently against it a few times. She was muttering, “Why me? Seriously, why?” as she did it. 
 
   She finally raised her head, registering the silence around the table. She mumbled into the phone again, “I’m on my way,” before ending the call and standing, asking if I could take her home. 
 
   I nodded and we all paid our checks, piling into Brandon’s SUV again before I couldn’t take it anymore. “Jenna? Did Hayden shave her head or what?” I asked.
 
   She was silent for a moment and then her shoulders started shaking. I was scared to death that she was losing it and breaking down on us but I realized she was laughing. Amid chuckles she gasped out, “The CAT! She shaved the fucking CAT!”
 
   We all busted out laughing, but didn’t say a word when Jenna’s eyes started looking suspiciously damp. We pulled up outside Skin Deep where everyone had met since Emma had gone in with Luke this morning to do a little bit of ordering. Jenna got in her car and sped off after promising to send us all pictures of the poor cat. 
 
   Emma’s mom, Jan, gave us all hugs and left, also, saying she needed to go home because they were meeting friends for dinner. 
 
   Emma, Leah, and I decided to go inside and see what the guys were up to. I knew Brandon was working, but I hadn’t heard from Jacks, so I assume he was at his house working on it. When we walked in, the lobby was empty except for Luke, Brandon, and some frizzy headed bimbo that was bouncing around and screaming like a banshee. And if she didn’t watch the bouncing, we’d be seeing (unfortunately) a lot more of her than we’d ever want to!
 
   “I said, you stupid ass bastard, that you ARE going to FIX MY TATTOO! I’m NOT leaving until you do!” Frizzy was yelling. 
 
   Luke shook his head silently, standing beside Brandon calmly with his arms crossed. Brandon was leaning against the counter nonchalantly, looking every bit as delicious as an ice cream cone. No, seriously. I want to lick every inch of him. Mmmm.
 
   “Look, ma’am,” Luke began. “I don’t know how many times I can tell you, but we are not touching you. Ever. Have a nice day.”
 
   He sounded so calm, but his eyes were flashing. Brandon was looking pretty amused, but I could feel Emma tensing beside me. So, me being me, I started letting my flip-flops slap my feet loudly with every step I took closer to the counter. 
 
   “Hey, guys!” I said brightly. “What’s going on?”
 
   Brandon flashed a grin at me and Luke barely glanced my way, instead, reaching out for Emma as she drew closer to him. He was so sweet that way, always touching her whenever he could. 
 
   Then Frizzy spoke up. “I’ll tell you what’s going on here! These ASSHOLES are refusing to fix the tattoo they messed up on!” With that, she pulled her already dangerously low riding shirt down even more and flashed me pretty much her whole damned titty.
 
   I squinted, trying to make out what she was pointing at. “What the hell is that?” I asked, not trying to be funny. I seriously couldn’t tell what it was supposed to be.
 
   “That,” she said snidely, “was supposed to be a unicorn with my initials under it.”
 
   I walked closer, peering more intently at the squiggled mess of lines on her saggy, over inflated flesh. If you squinted just right, maybe crossed your eyes a little, you could almost make out the unicorn. If you didn’t it actually vaguely resembled a wavy, three-eared dog with shaggy hair. And the initials? Well, Karma is a bitch, and she is definitely letting herself be known on this one. 
 
   “Does that say ASS?” I asked her incredulously. “Your initials are A-S-S?” I snorted unintentionally, trying to smother my laughter. 
 
   She huffed and drew herself up (making me back up quickly as her nipple almost poked my eye out), before shrieking, “NO THEY AREN’T! My initials are S-A-S! For Sasha Ann Stanley!”
 
   I snorted again, earning another glare, before asking, “So why does it say A-S-S? Were you drunk when you got it? Or better yet, was the tattoo guy drunk?” I laughed as I asked, not able to help it anymore. Luke cleared his throat behind me and I looked over to see Emma giving me a knowing look. And then it hit me like a lightning bolt out of left field. 
 
   “Oh, SHIT!” I yelled. “You’re that chick that Luke busted fuckin’ old dude in Brandon’s chair! Aren’t you!?”
 
   Frizzy didn’t like that much. My bad. Or not…
 
   “R-E-S-P-E-T, you little bitch. You know what that spells?” she screeched. “That spells respect, and as someone who has been given a bad tattoo by this shop, I not only deserve respect, but I DEMAND IT! Now tell that smug bastard behind the counter to FIX THIS SHIT!” She stomped her foot for good measure.
 
   I saw Brandon draw himself up straight behind the counter and heard Emma gasp. Luke dropped his arms down to his sides, but I knew he was tense and ready to grab someone if something went down.
 
   Unable to resist the opening she’d left, I leaned on the counter, forcing myself to look bored, even though I was dying to drop on the ground and laugh my ass off. “Actually, Aretha,” I drawled, “that spells respet. Which, by the way, is not a word. At least not in the English language, anyway.” Going for broke, I lifted a hand and pretended to inspect my nails. “So, next time you want to go spelling things and demanding things, you might want to check yourself. As for the tattoo, well, honey you’re shit outta luck. We all know who you are, and we know how you got that…that…whatever the hell it is on your chest, and no one in this shop is gonna touch you with a twenty foot pole. Mmm ‘kay?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at me and I straightened away from the counter just in case. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, bitch, and you for damn sure don’t know who I am!” she all but growled at me, cocking her head back and forth like a chicken. 
 
   I stepped forward again, smiling when she stepped back away from me, even though she had a couple inches and about 50 pounds on me. “I know exactly who you are. You’re the hoe who let a drunk and high dumbass fuck her in exchange for free ink. Bad ink, I might add, because you let said dumbass stick his dick in you while he was doing it. So, because you were bouncing on his balls, it’s your own fault that you have an unfinished, awful looking mess on your titty. So, do you want to leave it at that and get the hell out now? Or would you rather discuss the broken equipment that Brandon never got paid for?”
 
   And then while she stood there gaping at me, I might have yelled something about bitches moving and getting out of the way, and then stood there laughing as she finally huffed and puffed herself up before turning and stomping out, her titty, that she didn’t bother putting back in her shirt, flopping in the wind with every step. 
 
   I heard clapping start behind me and turned to see Emma, Luke, and Brandon all staring at me, clapping their hands and grinning. 
 
   Emma cocked her head, quirking her eyebrow at me as she asked, “Ludacris, Allie? Really?”
 
   I shrugged and then let out a small squeak when Brandon moved suddenly and grabbed me up in his arms, his lips finding mine unerringly. I melted into his kiss, parting my lips immediately for his thrusting tongue.  His hands roamed my back, finally coming to rest on the swell of my ass, squeezing me tight against him as he devoured my mouth. After a moment, we broke away, both breathing hard. He squeezed me one more time before sliding me down his body, making sure that I felt his hardness pressing into me along the way.
 
   He didn’t release me once I was on my feet; instead, he spoke to Luke without taking his eyes off me.
 
   “You got this, man?”
 
   “Go,” Luke said, laughing.
 
   I heard Emma giggle behind me, but I was a little preoccupied with the man towering over me who was steering me toward the front door of the shop. “Bye, Allie!” she called out. I could hear the smile in her voice as she finished, “Thank you for everything today! I’ll see you later for our girls night. Oh! And don’t forget, you promised to come with me to the florist on Tuesday!”
 
   I didn’t get a chance to reply. Instead, I found myself out the door and sitting, belted securely, in the front seat of Brandon’s SUV. Without a word, he jumped in the driver’s side, fastened his own seatbelt, and pulled away from the shop.
 
   As he drove, I let my eyes drink him in. He looked so sexy and almost dangerous with his dark hair, smoky eyes, and swirls of dark ink peeking out from the sleeves of his t-shirt and wrapping down around both arms. 
 
   I knew they were mostly tribal, like Luke’s, but he also had other designs interspersed into them. The designs crested over his shoulders and across the top of his back. He’s got a shit ton more of them, but I’ve never really taken the time to look at them. I’m going to have to remedy that rather quickly.
 
   We pulled into my driveway in what seemed like a blink of an eye. Brandon was out and around to my side before I could do anything more than remove my seat belt, scooping me up in his arms and carrying me to the door. He paused long enough for me to pull out my keys so I could unlock the door (a little awkward with him holding me) and then we were inside. 
 
   I looked at him in confusion when he didn’t head immediately for the bedroom; instead, he went directly into the kitchen and sat me on my kitchen table, leaning down to fuse his mouth with mine in a deep, hot, wet kiss. Our tongues tangled and tasted, both of us nipping at each other’s lips, only parting when he grabbed the hem of my tank and pulled it up and off in one quick movement. 
 
   Once it was gone, he pressed against my shoulders until I was lying flat on the table, then he wrapped his fingers inside the waistband of my jeans, peeling them off my legs along with my panties until I was bare-assed on my kitchen table.
 
   I leaned up on my elbows to see what he was doing and moaned as he spread my legs wide, his heated gaze taking in the glistening pink folds nestled there. Without letting go of my thighs, he hooked a foot around the leg of a chair and pulled it to him, settling himself onto it as he jerked me toward the edge of the table where he was seated.
 
   I gasped and it turned into a long, drawn out moan as he leaned in and fastened his mouth over me, sucking and licking and twirling his tongue over every inch of my wetness. He ate at me like a starving man with a feast before him, his hands holding my thighs spread high and wide, every inch of my most private flesh open to his unwavering assault. 
 
   I laid back on the table again, unable to hold myself up any longer as he dipped his tongue inside me, thrusting in and out with firm, sure strokes, as deep as he could get. I reached up and wrapped my arms around my own thighs, my knees almost touching my chest, shivering and shuddering as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over me. 
 
   He moved back up, flicking his tongue rapidly against the swollen bud nestled at the top of my slit, and I arched into his face, starting to come apart. I shattered, screaming out as he thrust two of his fingers deep into me, twisting them and curling them up until he was rubbing and thrusting against that perfect spot, his tongue dancing endlessly over my clit, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and limp, my arms above my head, my legs draped uselessly over his shoulders.
 
   I moaned softly as he pulled his fingers free but continued to drag his tongue through my folds from top to bottom, licking away every drop of wetness wrung out by my release. When he was done, he placed a tender kiss at the top of my mound before sitting back, a satisfied smirk creeping across his handsome face. 
 
   “Holy fucking hell…what the hell was that for?” I groaned, still unable to move.
 
   He chuckled as he moved my legs down from his shoulders, placing each of my feet flat on his rock hard thighs, making sure his legs were spread enough to ensure mine were, too. I started to sit up but stopped when he growled.
 
   “Don’t move, Allie. Stay just like you are.” His words were soft but commanding, and I couldn’t help but obey. 
 
   I felt myself growing wet again and instinctively tried to close my thighs some to ease the ache building there. I gasped as Brandon moved quickly, delivering a quick, stinging slap to the inside of my thigh. 
 
   “I said don’t move, Allie.” He ran his hand soothingly over the spot he’d slapped, crooning softly to me. “Mmmm…look how wet you are now, baby. You like when I get a little rough with you?” I felt his breath blow hotly over me with every word and I squirmed, the aching pressure building again.
 
   “Brandon…” I gasped, pleading. I don’t really know what I was pleading for, but I needed it bad. 
 
   I jolted when I felt his fingers slide through my folds, circling my clit before plunging inside me once, twice, and then pulling out, leaving me breathless and aching even worse than before. I felt his fingers, soaked in my wetness, slide down lower, and I tensed as he brushed them over the puckered flesh there. 
 
   “Remember when we said we had plans for you tonight, baby?” Brandon said, his voice deep and raspy. “This is what we’re talking about. We’re gonna fill you so full, and I’m gonna fuck this tight little hole while Jackson’s pounding into the other one.”
 
   I moaned at his words even while I tensed as he gently pushed his fingertip against that puckered flesh, barely letting it slip inside. “Oh, God…”
 
   “You ever been taken here, Allie?” Brandon asked, pushing a little further against the tight ring of muscle. 
 
   I gasped out, “Not…not really.”
 
   His head came up and he smiled at me, a dangerous, fucking sexy smile. “Oh, yeah? No one’s been inside you here before? God, that’s fucking hot, Allie, baby.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, no one…just…oh, God…just fingers.”
 
   Brandon groaned harshly before his hand jerked back and he was up off the chair, standing over me as he spread my legs even wider with his hips as his hands worked frantically at this jeans, ripping them open and shoving them down his hips just far enough to release the hard column straining against the denim. He reached into his back pocket at the last second, pulling out a condom and sheathing himself in record time before slamming into me, grunting at the sound of his skin slapping hard against mine. 
 
   “Oh, fuck…yes!” I cried, holding on to the sides of the table as he set a punishing rhythm, his hands gripping my hips tightly to hold me still. He took me over the edge quickly and I screamed, the muscles of my sex squeezing him tightly, milking him even as he still pounded into me.
 
   Another orgasm was rushing up fast on the heels of the last one and I was screaming non-stop now, the pleasure taking me under, drowning me as I came and came hard around him until he slammed home one last time, growling loudly, holding me tightly, our bodies fused together with him buried as deep inside as he could get, pulsing and jerking as he flooded the condom, the heat of him burning me through the thin covering. 
 
   He slumped forward, gasping as he laid his head between my breasts, still buried deep inside me. We laid like that for a second, both trying to catch our breath before he raised up and pulled out of me, helping me sit up and kissing me sweetly before he left the room to dispose of the condom. 
 
   I sat there on the edge of the table, trying to will my jello-legs to quit shaking enough to hold me. I gasped and froze when I heard the front door open before scrambling off the table to cover myself. Shit, shit, shit…
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   “Allie?” I heard a voice call from the living room. “Emma said we were doing girl’s night here tonight and to just head on over when I was done. Jenna’s with me, too. Where are you?” Leah asked.
 
   I was frantically trying to get my clothes on when I heard twin female gasps and then Brandon yell, “Oh, shit! Sorry! Sorry! Oh, God, I didn’t know anyone was here…where’s Allie? You know what? Nevermind, I’m naked…I’m just gonna…go…yeah.”
 
   I finally managed to pull my jeans on, not even bothering with my panties, and yanked my tank over my head on a run, flying into the living room to see a very shocked Leah and Jenna standing there, staring down the hallway. 
 
   “Uh…hi, guys!” I stuttered. “Umm…I just left Emma at the shop, didn’t think you guys would be here for a couple hours.” My face was beet red, and I didn’t see it going away for a while.
 
   Jenna grinned. “Emma said you’d been gone for two hours and when we talked to her, she said to head on over because it should be all clear by now. Damn, girl!”
 
   My front door opened again (we’re all close enough that no one knocks anymore) and Emma stood there, her face split almost in half by a gleeful grin. “Did we give you enough time?”
 
   I shook my head in exasperation, not only at the situation, but at the fact that two hours had flown by while I was…er…otherwise occupied. Before I could say anything, Jackson walked through the door. I threw my hands up in the air as all three of the girls laughed and then patted him on the back, saying different variations of the phrase, ‘Aww, poor Jacks…didn’t make it in time…finished without him.’
 
   He looked at me with his head cocked, a smile slowly spreading across his face. “Did I miss something, baby?”
 
   I kept my mouth shut.
 
   Brandon came out of the back (dressed this time, thank God) and slapped Jackson on the back before pecking my lips, waving at the girls, and walking out the door. 
 
   Jackson chuckled as he moved toward me, pulling me up against his chest and kissing me deeply. With one last, lingering kiss, he moved away, patting my ass. “Brandon and I are gonna go do a couple things at my new place. We’ll come back when Emma gets home so we know it’s safe,” he said with a smirk.
 
   He left, closing the door, and then I was surrounded. Questions flew at me from every side and I held up my hands, shouting over them, “Okay, okay! Jesus, shut up for a second!” 
 
   Their mouths all closed with a snap and I motioned for them to sit down, flopping myself down in the chaise lounge on the end of my sectional. I waved my hand at Emma, indicating that she could go ahead with her question, but Jenna ignored it. 
 
   “Before we get into this, I need to place an order for some new shave junk. That shit is amazing! Noah even let me shave his balls with it, and let me tell you, that’s the first hummer I’ve ever enjoyed giving!”
 
   “Jenna!” I yelled, a little disgusted but also a little happy that she liked the stuff she’d bought at the last Down & Dirty party I’d done. That was my side business and it kept me well stocked in anything my little heart might desire, from handcuffs, to lotions, to toys…whatever!
 
   Emma held her hand up while Leah covered her ears and said, “Jenna! No! I don’t need to know about Noah’s balls!”
 
   Emma’s phone beeped  and she picked it up, rolling her eyes when she saw who it was. “Calland is texting me, God only knows what he wants.” She read the text and looked up with a surprised shrug. “He said he has an extra ticket to some UFC thingy coming up and wanted to know if one of us or the guys want to go with him.”
 
   “Oooh,” Leah squealed, yanking her phone out  and calling Calland. “Hey!” she said when answered. “I want to go with you!”  She listened for a second and then said, “Yes, dumbass, I know it’s basically two guys beating the shit out of each other.” She listened again and rolled her eyes again before replying, “Okay, I promise not to cock-block you if you promise not to ‘gina block me!” She laughed again at something he said, then hung up after telling him bye.
 
   “Okay, I’m going! Now, where were we? Oh!” She turned to me with an evil grin and I prepared myself for whatever was coming. “Now, how about you answer that question that Jenna asked at the bridal store?”
 
   “Oh my God, Leah! Can’t we start with something else?” I wailed. 
 
   “Nope.” She popped the ‘p’ with finality, sitting back with a smug grin. 
 
   “Fine,” I muttered. “No, I haven’t had both of them at once…like that. Not yet, anyway!”
 
   “Allie, I’m just so happy that you finally gave in and put them out of their misery,” Emma said. “God, they were driving me nuts, constantly asking me if you were coming over or where you were or whatever. I did have a lot of fun teasing them, telling them you were out on a date or something. I even had to ‘fess up at one point because Jackson was literally on his way out the door to go get you.” She busted out laughing, shaking her head at the memory. “Who knew what we would get into the day I let you drag me into Skin Deep!” 
 
   I smiled at her, completely in agreement. I never imagined that my life would be the way it is now just from a trip to a tattoo shop. 
 
   “So,” Jenna broke in. “Please tell me their bodies are as hot as I imagine them to be? Er, I guess just Jackson’s because we saw Brandon’s for ourselves. Holy hotness, woman!”
 
   I laughed and nodded, replying with a hearty, “Hell yes!”
 
   We all got up and headed into the kitchen to get the stuff for our special sundaes, chatting away about everything to catch up on, and about the wedding. 
 
   Two hours later, we were still laughing at the pictures Jenna had on her phone of the poor cat that Hayden had shaved. It had one long bald stripe down it’s back, but, luckily, that was it. I guess Tom had run gotten away after that first swipe with the clippers down her spine. 
 
   When our laughter died down a bit, Jenna stood up and stretched, saying, “Well, it’s been fun, girls, but I gotta go. Oh! Allie, I still need that stuff! Do you have it here in stock or am I going to have to order it?”
 
   “Let me check. I have a couple parties booked in the next week or two, and I stocked up on some of my best sellers, so I should have it,” I replied, getting up and motioning for her to follow me into my office. Emma and Leah tagged along so I went ahead and pulled out a couple catalogs and handed them around, asking, “Anyone else need or want anything while we’re in here?”
 
   Leah started thumbing through the pages of the catalog, stopping here and there to ask a couple questions before stopping on one page that had  about a dozen dildos and vibrators on it. She pointed at one with wide eyes and whispered, “Holy shit! Please tell me women don’t actually buy this to use it…?”
 
   I laughed, not even bothering to look at the picture. I knew exactly what she was talking about.  
 
   Emma, laughing because she knew what it was as well, turned to Leah and said, “Oh, my God, I know, right? The first time I helped Allie with a party she had one of those with her and I about fell over when I saw it!” She turned to me, asking, “Do you still have that thing?”
 
   I grinned and nodded, pointing her to the closet in the office. She strode over to it and opened the door, bending down to heft the object of the current discussion up in her arms. When she turned around, I swear I thought Leah was going to pass out.
 
   “Seriously?” she shrieked. “People really buy this thing and USE it?” She shuddered dramatically as Emma sat it down in front of her. 
 
   ‘It’ was an eighteen inch tall, ten inch diameter jelly-type dildo, complete with veins and balls. It was one of the first things I bought to add to my kit when I started doing the Down & Dirty parties just because I, for one, had to see it for myself, and two, knew that it would be a kickass ice breaker. The woman that made me want to become a consultant actually had one in her kit, but she didn’t put it out. Instead, while we were going through the catalog, when we came to that page and all the women started commenting on it and saying that there was no way it was actually that big, she whipped that puppy out and thumped it down on the table in front of us. And when I say thumped, I mean it. It weighs about ten pounds, I swear! 
 
   I shook my head at Leah, laughing. “No, people don’t actually buy it to use…at least I don’t think so. If they do, they don’t get it from me and I don’t want to hear about it! It’s not even available anymore, but I think they keep it in the catalog for shock value. I’ve always used it as a door-stopper…makes a great one!” 
 
   Jenna and Emma busted out laughing as well, and Emma broke in, shouting, “She calls it ‘Big Kirky’!”
 
   “Oh, my God!” Leah yelled, falling back into my computer chair, literally rolling with laughter. “Why the fuck would you call it that?”
 
   I shrugged, still chuckling. “I don’t know. The shipment came in and I had it sitting in the living room with me. I turned on the t.v. and Star Trek was on; that captain dude was talking, and I saw his bald head and that’s all she wrote!”
 
   “OH MY FUCKING… WHAT THE FUCK IS THAT?” 
 
   We all jumped and spun toward the door where Brandon and Jackson were standing, identical expressions of horror, disgust, and even morbid fascination on their faces. None of us could help it, we lost it again, gasping for breath and holding our stomachs. 
 
   “Well,” Jackson said wryly. “Guess we don’t want to know what the hell you guys were doing while we were gone.”
 
   “Maybe you don’t, but I do!” Brandon said, grinning lasciviously. 
 
   I smacked at him playfully, shoving him back as Emma hefted Big Kirky up and locked him back in the closet. I grabbed the shave lotion Jenna wanted and wrote up a receipt for her before closing everything back up and putting away the catalogs. Leah said she wanted to see about maybe having a party, so I told her just to get back with me whenever she decided she wanted to do it and a few minutes later, they all headed out, hugging me, Brandon, and Jackson in turn before they went. 
 
   Once they’d left, we decided to order pizza and watch a movie, which was becoming our go-to lazy night routine. Brandon decided to jump in the shower while we were waiting for the pizza to come, so Jackson and I were curled up on the couch together. 
 
   He leaned down and kissed me softly before asking, “Did you have fun today, baby?”
 
   I nodded, swallowing hard at the memory of what happened on my kitchen table. 
 
   Jackson dipped his head and kissed me below my ear, murmuring, “Brandon told me. Did you like it, Allie? Did you come hard for him all spread out on that table?”
 
   I shivered and melted into him, burying my face into his neck as I nodded. 
 
   He pulled back a little from me and forced me to look him in the eye, cupping my chin in his hand. “Hey…it’s okay, baby. You’re in this with both of us, and we know there has to be alone time with you and I, and you and Brandon. I’m not going to get mad, just as he’s not going to get mad. That’s what we talked about it all for, you know?” He kissed me softly again before continuing. “And if you’re ever uncomfortable or anything, talk to us, Okay?”
 
   I nodded again, smiling up at him. 
 
   He blew out a breath, not taking his eyes off of mine, and then looked away, shaking his head. “Don’t even realize…” he muttered under his breath.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head again and I prompted him, not letting it go. 
 
   “What don’t I realize?” I asked.
 
   He pushed back again, slightly turning away, rubbing his hands briskly over his face. He blew out a heavy breath and looked up, staring me directly in the eyes as he said, “You don’t realize how fucking beautiful you are to me. How fucking crazy I am about you…God, Allie. I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you.”
 
   “Jacks…” I whispered, totally at a loss for words. 
 
   “You don’t have to say anything, Allie. I…it just gets hard trying to hide how I really feel,” he said softly.
 
   The moment was broken when the doorbell rang. Jackson got up to pay for the pizza and then Brandon came into the room wearing a pair of basketball shorts and nothing else, making me drool for more than dinner. 
 
   We sat on the living room floor eating pizza and watching Hot Tub Time Machine (hilariously stupid), and generally just relaxing, enjoying each other’s company. When the movie was over, I stood up, stretching before I grabbed the now empty pizza box and took it into the kitchen. 
 
   I returned to the living room to find it dark and empty. I turned to make my way into the bedroom but stopped, swallowing thickly at the sight in front of me. Brandon and Jackson both were standing there, as naked as the day they were born, their eyes darkened and trained on me. I let my eyes roam their bodies, taking in the taut muscles of their chests and abdomens, that sexy-as-hell v at their hips, and then the jutting thickness of each of their erections, rock hard and begging for my touch.
 
   “We told you we had plans for you tonight, didn’t we, baby,” Jackson said. He made it a statement more than a question, and his voice was low, sending tingles down my spine.
 
   I nodded briefly, knowing it was expected of me. 
 
   Jackson dipped his head, acknowledging my answer before he continued. “Strip.”
 
   I let out a ragged breath and moved to comply, shucking my jeans down my legs and stripping my tank top quickly over my head. 
 
   Brandon looked over at Jacks and asked, “Fucking perfect, isn’t she?”
 
   Jackson nodded his head silently.
 
   Reaching down, Brandon fisted himself, slowly stroking up and down. “Come here, Allie.”
 
   I didn’t hesitate, walking to him and dropping to my knees in front of him. Before I could touch him, he tangled his other hand in my hair and tugged, letting me know that’s not where he wanted me. I sat back on my heels and looked up at him, his hand still wrapped in the silky strands of my hair. 
 
   “Get up. I want you on the lounger,” Brandon said. 
 
   I got up slowly and walked over to the chaise lounge on the end of my couch  to sit on the edge, but before I could, Jackson was there, leaning back into the cushion. He reached up and pulled me down on him, straddling me over his hips and crushing his lips to mine. I felt Brandon move up and stand beside me; I reached out with my hand and stroked it up and down his thigh before cupping him in my hand. 
 
   Jackson broke from the kiss on a moan as I ground my hips against the hardness of him beneath me, the hot, hard length of him parting the soft dampness of my sex and gliding along every sensitized nerve. I pushed myself up away from his chest with my free hand and when I did, I felt the head of him prodding my entrance. I shifted and took him deep inside me, feeling every inch of him fill me up. I threw my head back and let out a breathy moan that was cut off when Brandon caught my mouth with his, kissing me deeply and roughly, biting at my lips, sucking the bottom one between his teeth. 
 
   Jackson’s hands came up and grabbed desperately at my hips, lifting and lowering me in a slow and steady rhythm. I jerked my head back from Brandon and slammed myself down on Jackson, crying out as the slap of our flesh rang out through the room. I started riding him hard, driving myself recklessly to the edge and pulling him along with me. 
 
   His hands tightened on my hips again as he gasped out, “No…slow down, Allie…”
 
   I shook my head at him and then cried out as fingers tangled themselves in my hair again, roughly pulling me back against Brandon’s chest and effectively stilling my hips. Brandon’s fingers tightened slightly before releasing and I heard him murmur ‘sorry’ as he dropped a kiss to the top of my head.
 
   I tilted my face up to him and breathed, “You didn’t hurt me…I like it when you get rough.” 
 
   He growled and took my lips in a rough kiss again before pushing me forward until I was pressed flat against Jackson’s chest, his hardness still buried deep inside me. He turned his face to mine and kissed me, his tongue darting out to trace my lower lip and the curve of my jaw before nipping at my neck, the sharp bite causing me to moan. 
 
   I felt Brandon lean over my back and begin kissing and nipping down my spine, his hands roaming my skin and making me shiver. I felt myself tense when his finger dipped into the crevice at the base of my spine, parting the pale globes of my ass until his fingertip rubbed over the tender, puckered flesh there. He pressed in slightly, just enough for me to feel the pressure and read his intent. 
 
   I let out a low moan as Jackson lightly nipped my ear lobe before whispering harshly, “Brandon is gonna fuck that tight little ass of yours, baby. He’s gonna fuck it while I’m buried deep inside your tight, hot little body. Is that what you want? Can you take us both, Allie?”
 
   I could hear Brandon’s breath coming faster with every word Jackson growled and I wiggled against the hardness impaling me, feeling myself grow even wetter around it. I gasped as I felt a chilly wetness drip down the crack of my ass, and then Brandon’s hot fingers followed, spreading the lube over and around that tender part of me. 
 
   “Is this alright, Allie?” Brandon asked softly, his fingers pressing against my opening gently. 
 
   I nodded but that wasn’t good enough. “No, baby, I need to hear you say it. Are you okay with this?” he asked. 
 
   Jackson reached up and grasped my chin, turning my face toward his to look me in the eyes. “Seriously, Allie. We stop now if this isn’t what you want. It’s all about you, babe, not us.” 
 
   “I know,” I said softly. “I want this, though. I want to feel you both inside me…at the same time.”
 
   At my words, Brandon and Jackson both moaned and Jackson kissed me again as Brandon’s finger began to breach the tight ring of muscles. 
 
   “Push against the pressure a little bit, Allie, and breathe. Just relax, baby.” Brandon pressed in firmly and I forced myself to relax and push against the pressure like he’d said, letting out a breathy sigh as his finger finally slid all the way in. He worked it in and out a few times as Jackson released my lips and held me tight against his chest, running his hands soothingly down my sides and back. 
 
   I lost myself to the pleasure of it, the feel of the heat of their bodies surrounding me, making me feel like there was nothing and no one else in the world. Just this. Just us.
 
   Jackson began sliding his thickness against me in short, sure strokes that rubbed the base of him perfectly against my clit, sending streamers of white hot pleasure pulsing through me. I moaned as Brandon added another finger and scissored them inside me before adding another. Jackson shifted until his legs were draped over the sides of the lounger, feet planted on the floor. Brandon shifted again and I felt him kneel behind me; he  pressed his hand firmly between my shoulder blades, trapping me against Jackson’s chest. Jackson’s hands moved down and gripped my thighs, splaying them wider over his hips. Brandon palmed the tender globes of my ass and  spread them, nestling the thick head of his hardness against my slick back entrance.
 
   “Oh, God!” I cried as he began pushing himself inside of me, both of them holding me so tightly I couldn’t move. The burning and stinging grew until I felt the knob of him pop through the tight ring of muscles and he thrust firmly forward, burying himself as deeply in me as he could go. 
 
   I held still, not that I had a choice, and reveled in the fullness of them buried balls deep inside me, stretching me, filling me so completely. I clenched and let out a gasping laugh as they both jerked and moaned. 
 
   I wiggled a bit, stopping when Jackson lightly slapped my thigh in warning and growled, “Don’t fucking move. Got…to get control…not…gonna last.”
 
   Brandon leaned his forehead on my back and nodded, apparently in full agreement with Jacks. I wasn’t though; I wanted them to move, wanted them to pound into me. I wiggled again, clenching around them and shifting until I could move just enough to slide slightly up their shafts. Brandon let out a ragged moan and finally moved, beginning to thrust slowly, dragging himself out almost all the way before gliding back in. Jackson countered his thrusts, pushing in as Brandon pulled out, pulling out as Brandon pushed in, on and on in a maddeningly slow rhythm. 
 
   “Fuck me harder!” I shouted as I gave in to the wildness building inside me. I sank my teeth into Jackson’s shoulder and felt him shudder underneath me, his hips bucking up sharply, filling me at the same time Brandon thrust home. “Yes! Yes!” I screamed, feeling myself climbing the peak quickly as their control broke, both pounding into my willing body while they held me trapped between them. I felt my release rushing through me, shattering me into a million pieces as I came, my body clenching around them until with one last pounding thrust, they both shouted their release, spurting hot, pulsating streams inside my shivering body.  
 
   Brandon pulled himself out of me on a moan, causing me to wince slightly. He kissed my shoulder before carefully grasping my waist and lifting me off of Jacks. He held me against his chest as Jacks got to his feet unsteadily and by some unspoken agreement, headed for the bathroom. Brandon followed, still carrying me. 
 
   Not wanting to break the spell of the moment, I laid my head against his shoulder with a sigh, content to let them take care of me. I smiled as Jackson ran bath water, adding my favorite bubble bath and letting the tub fill before Brandon carefully lowered me into the water.
 
   “You okay?” he murmured in my ear before he pulled away.
 
   I nodded and relaxed into the hot water, letting it soothe the aches beginning to set in.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   The next week flew by in a flurry of wedding plans and steamy nights spent in ecstasy with the two gorgeous men who decided to claim me for their own. I couldn’t complain about it, though, unless you count muscles being sore in places I never thought could be sore. Even then, I really didn’t want to complain when I thought about how they got sore in the first place…
 
   It was Sunday morning and Emma’s mom had called to say that Sunday brunch was on as usual since they were back home. Emma had told me that they’d already hi-jacked Doug and took him to the “doggy spa” in Cincinnati a couple days after they got back. I swear they treat him just like another of their grandchildren. I think it’s because they missed their labs that they used to have, but then again, we all missed those dogs. Emma and I used to dress them up in baby doll clothes when they (and we) were younger and they’d do nothing but lay there and let us. Ah…good times. 
 
   Jackson, Brandon, and I got up and headed over to Jan and Ben’s house, ready to brave the craziness that always happens there. We pulled up just in time to see Calland come flying out of the house, looking like he was seriously running for his life, even though he was laughing his ass off. I shook my head and got out, walking into the house to find out what the hell was going on. 
 
   I made it to the front door, the guys trailing behind me, before I stopped dead in my tracks. I stood there, gaping at Jan who was standing there wielding a cracked wooden spoon and a satisfied expression. 
 
   I smiled widely at her before asking, “What’d he do now?”
 
   She grinned at me, her eyes twinkling. “He cracked my wooden spoon.” 
 
   I knew better than to ask anything more. And more than likely, she cracked her wooden spoon on his head. Or ass. Or whatever part of him she could reach. She’s scary like that sometimes…got those ninja mom moves. 
 
   She motioned us in and I waved to Ben who was sitting in his chair, watching the news. I could see Noah out back with the kids, standing on the deck and trying to catch frogs in the small pond Ben had dug years ago. Luke was on the opposite side of the pond, holding on to Doug’s collar for all he was worth in order to keep him from scaring the frogs away, or out of the water at least. 
 
   Brandon and Jackson went out the back door toward Luke and I headed into the kitchen where Jenna, Leah, and Emma were finishing up the cooking. 
 
   “So how did Calland break your mom’s wooden spoon?” I asked.
 
   They all started laughing and Jenna said, “Being a smart ass to her. She whipped that puppy out and clocked him with it quicker than he could get away!”
 
   I laughed with them and helped get things ready to serve. We talked a little about wedding plans as we got everything ready and called everybody in to eat. Halfway through breakfast, we were all laughing at the story Ben was relaying about poor Doug’s trip the ‘spa’. 
 
   “And then the poor bastard was violated by that Chihuahua with the little sweater on!” Ben roared, his face red from laughing so hard. “Seriously, the little shit couldn’t have been more than six pounds soaking wet and he sure as hell jumped right up on Doug’s ass as he lay there and humped for all he was worth! Doug got up like his tail was on fire but that fucker dug his claws in and kept on going ‘til he was done.”
 
   Luke was looking at Doug with a horrified expression on his face, and Doug was giving him a sad, poor me look right back. We laughed even harder when he slipped him a slice of bacon under the table and whispered to him, “Don’t worry, buddy…I’ll never let them take you there again.”
 
   Surprisingly, that was the highlight of breakfast; Calland actually behaved for once, though Emma did put her hand to his forehead to see if he had a fever because he didn’t steal anything from her plate. After breakfast was done and everything cleaned up, Brandon and Luke said they needed to go to the shop to do a couple things. Jackson said he’d tag along, so Emma and I took Luke’s car and went back to their house to hang out until they were done. 
 
   Before they took off, Luke rolled his window down and smiled sweetly at Emma. 
 
   “Yes, my love?” she asked, making her voice match the sweetness of his look, before she looked at me and rolled her eyes, whispering to me, “He wants something…bet me.”
 
   I shook my head and grinned, not wanting to take that bet because I could see that coming from a mile away. 
 
   “Will you please get the stuff to make tequila lime chicken for dinner tonight? You haven’t made it in a while and you mentioned it the other night,” Luke asked. 
 
   Brandon hooted from the driver’s seat and shouted, “Yes! We’re coming for dinner, too!”  while Jackson nodded vigorously from behind Luke.
 
   Emma looked over at me and I gave her puppy dog eyes and a pouty lip, because that’s my favorite thing she makes, besides buffalo chicken dip and our other girl’s night staples, and she really hadn’t made it in a while. 
 
   “Yes,” she said exasperatedly, “I’ll make it-” She didn’t get anything more out before Luke smiled, shouted ‘Thanks!’ and they took off. She shook her head and looked at me again before saying, “Guess we have to go drop Doug off and then go to the store.” 
 
   “I’m good with that!” I told her. 
 
   We made our way to their house and let Doug out to do his business before putting him inside and heading back in town to go to the store. We talked about little things on the way and then she mentioned that Floyd, her old boss, had called and asked her to help him out for a couple weeks while his new secretary dealt with a family emergency. Which made me think of something I wanted to ask her about, even though I was worried about mentioning it. 
 
   “So…I hate to bring it up, Em, but have you gotten a court date yet for Creepy?” I asked her as she drove. 
 
   She nodded and sighed. “Yeah. I hadn’t said anything really to anyone yet. I just got it Friday but I don’t even want to have to think about facing him again. I don’t want to have to go back there…you know?”
 
   “I know,” I said softly. “But you know we’re all here for you and I’ll be right there in the court room with you.” 
 
   She sniffed and nodded, reaching up quickly to swipe at a tear that had started down her cheek.
 
   “God, Emma, I’m so sorry! Don’t cry! I didn’t want to bring it up and upset you, but you just hadn’t said anything lately and I didn’t want to miss being there for you. I’m such a moron to bring that up out of nowhere!” I shook my head at myself, disgusted for upsetting her.
 
   “Stop, Allie! It’s okay! I was planning on telling you today anyway, I just didn’t have a chance yet. I didn’t want to say anything at breakfast and Luke and Noah are the only ones that know right now. And no, before you say anything, I’m not keeping it from anyone like before. I just didn’t want to upset my parents at breakfast!” Emma said firmly.
 
   “Well, when is it set for trial?” I asked. 
 
   “Two weeks from now. He’s already had his preliminary and everything since he was indicted by the Grand Jury. Floyd has been keeping me up to date because he talks to the prosecutor about it. Creepy had to find an attorney to come in from Cincinnati because no one here wanted to represent him.” She snorted before saying, “And the one he came up with is so full of himself and ostentatious in his court appearances that no one in this county can hardly stand him.”
 
   I laughed. “That’s a good thing, right?”
 
   She shook her head vigorously for a second and then sighed. “I almost hope that he plea bargains before then just so I don’t have to see him again.”
 
   “Well, we’ll keep our fingers crossed. Okay, so we’ve talked about it, and now moving on. Right?” I asked.
 
   “Right,” she said with a nod. 
 
   “Well…I think I have something to talk about,” I said tentatively. 
 
   She turned into the parking lot of the store and parked before turning to me and saying, “Okay. Spill. You don’t hesitate to tell me things so this has gotta be good!”
 
   “I actually…finally…did…you know,” I whispered. 
 
   “What? You finally did what?” she asked. 
 
   I cocked my head and nodded, prompting her silently to figure it out. 
 
   “Allie, I don’t know what you are talking…oh. OH! You did it…THEM! You did THEM!” she shouted, her face lighting up with surprise. “I just have one question…was it good?”
 
   I nodded, grinning at her. I don’t know why I was a little hesitant to tell her, but I was. I shouldn’t have been because she knows everything about me anyway. “It was amazing, Em. They both make me feel so special, not like I’ve ever felt before about anyone. Why the hell did I fight it for so long?” I asked, musing to myself out loud. 
 
   “Because you’re stupid,” Emma said bluntly. “Those two, especially Jackson, have been head over heels for you for so long. I can’t believe it really took them this long to get through to your dumbass. So is this something you see…I mean is it for good?”
 
   I shrugged, not really sure how to answer that. “I think so…at least I hope so, anyway. I really don’t know where Brandon’s head is at because he’s not a big talker. He’s more of a doer, if that makes sense.”
 
   Emma shut off the car and we got out to go in to the store. Grabbing a cart, Emma said, “It does make sense, you know. I think he’s big on that because of how they grew up. The whole actions speak louder than words thing…”
 
   “Yeah, but…I don’t know. I just don’t really know where I stand with him. He says he’s wanted me and he wasn’t willing to step aside for Jacks, which, by the way, is the same thing Jacks said about Brandon, but that’s it.” I sighed. 
 
   We walked through the store, gathering the ingredients Emma needed to make dinner tonight. She was quiet for a few minutes before she said, “Talk to him about it. You and I both know that he can be serious and there’s definitely a very deep man in there hiding behind all the joking. You may be surprised at what you find.”
 
   Twenty minutes later we were pulling into their driveway when I saw Emma tense and frown. I followed her gaze to see a woman sitting on the porch steps leaning against the railing with her knees drawn up. Her blonde hair was covering her face so I couldn’t tell if she was someone we knew or not. 
 
   Emma threw the car into park and got out, her voice ringing out with a slight cautious edge. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
   I got out and stood beside Emma, waiting for a response. The woman took a deep breath that almost looked pained before she slowly raised her head. Emma and I both gasped and went running toward her when we saw her face.
 
   “Ohmigod!” Emma breathed as she knelt beside the woman on the steps. 
 
   I knelt on the other side of her and gently laid my palm against the woman’s knee. She flinched a little and we backed up just a bit, giving her some space.
 
   “What happened? Is there something we can do, someone we can call? Were you in an accident and walked here for help?” Emma’s questions were coming fast, not even giving the poor woman time to speak. 
 
   She blinked up at us and opened her mouth to speak. Her voice was very soft, almost apologetic. “I…I’m sorry, I’m looking for my brother.”
 
   “Sweetie, who’s your brother?” I asked gently.
 
   “Jackson.”
 
   Her reply floored me. There was no way in hell that I was expecting that response, even though now I could see a resemblance. She was beautiful, there was no mistaking that; however, the black eye, split lip, scratches, and other various bruises marring her otherwise flawless skin stood out in shockingly stark relief. 
 
   I glanced at Emma and saw that she was just as shocked by the answer as I was. “Does he know you’re here?” she asked.
 
   The woman shook her head imperceptibly. 
 
   “Okay,” Emma said, getting to her feet. “Come inside and let’s get you somewhere comfortable while Allie calls Jacks to get his ass home.” Emma’s tone brooked no argument, and the woman didn’t even try. 
 
   She winced and whimpered as she began to rise and I quickly got to my feet and put my arm around her gently, trying to help. She steadied herself against me briefly before pulling away and walking slowly into the house. I noticed that she only used her right arm, holding her left crooked tightly against her stomach, and she flinched with every step. 
 
   Once we got her settled on the couch, I ran back out into the car and grabbed my purse, and as many bags of groceries as I could. I took them into the kitchen and headed back out for the rest, grabbing my phone on the way. Emma was sitting beside the woman on the couch, wringing her hands, clearly at a loss as to what to do next. I heard her asking questions as I closed the door behind me, my fingers already tapping out Jackson’s number on my screen.
 
   “Hey, babe,” Jackson answered, his deep, sinful voice making me smile and sending shivers down my spine like always. 
 
   “Hey,” I said, softly, my smile fading away because of what I was about to say. 
 
   “What’s wrong.” He said it as a statement, not a question. He could read me so well.
 
   “Um…your sister is here.” I said, not knowing how else to put it.
 
   “What? What do you mean, my sister’s there?” He sounded very confused. “Chloe?”
 
   “I didn’t get a chance to ask her name…she just said she was your sister. Where are you?” I asked him, really not wanting to have to go into all the details over the phone. Better yet, “Where’s Brandon?”
 
   “We’re at the shop but…what’s going on? Why is my sister there, Allie?” His voice was dangerously soft, and I knew that he could tell I wasn’t telling him everything.
 
   “Lemme talk to Brandon real quick, okay?” I asked, knowing that I was probably pissing him off. 
 
   I heard him swear under his breath and then Brandon’s voice came on. “What’s going on, Allie? Why’d Jacks just basically throw the phone at me?”
 
   “Brandon, I don’t know what to do…how to tell him this. You just need to get him home. Chloe was sitting on the front porch of your house when Emma and I pulled up. She’s…hurt.”
 
   He growled in my ear, “Allie, I don’t know what the fuck is going on, but you better explain yourself very quickly right now.”
 
   His words rendered me speechless for a second, not only what he said, but the razor sharp tone of his voice. “I…Brandon, I’m sorry, but I don’t know. I’m standing outside, Emma is in the house with her. We pulled up from the grocery store and there was a woman sitting on the porch. We had no idea who she was…I didn’t even know her name when I called Jacks!”
 
   “Okay, but why did you say…what you said?” Brandon caught himself before he repeated what I’d told him. 
 
   “Something has obviously happened to her, so just get here. You might want to prepare him a bit…she looks pretty bad-” I cut off as Emma opened the front door, calling out to me to see what was taking so long. I held up my finger, giving her the universal ‘gimme a sec’ sign and she nodded before going back in a closing the door behind her. “I gotta go, I have to get the rest of the groceries out of the car and get back in there with Em. I’ll see you when you get here…hurry!” I hung up on him without saying goodbye and grabbed the last few bags from the car before going back inside with Emma and Chloe.
 
   When I got inside, Emma was standing at the kitchen counter, making a sandwich and plating it with some chips. She grabbed a can of pop from the fridge and brought everything to the living room, sitting it down on the coffee table in front of the now empty couch. 
 
   “Where’d she go?” I asked Emma. 
 
   “She’s in the bathroom. Allie, she won’t talk to me…and I don’t want to pry but, son of a bitch, someone did a number on her!” Emma shook her head sadly.
 
   I nodded in agreement. “I know. I called Jacks and he was getting upset with me, but I didn’t want to blurt it out over the phone. I told Brandon, so I’m assuming they should be pulling up any time now. Especially if Jackson gets to the keys before they do.”
 
   Chloe came out of the bathroom and cautiously made her way back to the couch, thanking Emma for the food she’d made her. Still keeping her left arm cradled against her stomach, she gingerly picked up the sandwich and took a very small bite, grimacing when the cut on her lip pulled. 
 
   She chewed and once she swallowed, she cleared her throat and said, softly, “So you’re Allie, huh?”
 
   I blinked at her, taken aback by her question. “Yeah…I’m Allie. And you’re Chloe?”
 
   She nodded briefly. “Jackson’s talked about you like crazy since you met. He’s completely head over heels in love with you, you know that right?”
 
   My jaw dropped and I could feel my face getting red. “Wha-I…huh?” I stammered, unable to find any words. 
 
   The corner of her lips quirked up in a small smile and nodded again. “I take it he hasn’t said the words yet, huh? Trust me to be the one to put my foot in it,” she said wryly.
 
   “No, you’re fine. It’s something we’ve all been able to see…Allie has just been a little slow on the uptake for some reason!” Emma said. 
 
   I shook my head and then jumped, as did the other girls, when the front door flew open and footsteps came pounding toward us like a runaway freight train. 
 
   Emma and I jumped out of the way as Jackson skidded to a stop and dropped to his knees in front of his sister where she sat on the edge of the couch. 
 
   “Chloe! Sweetheart are you okay? Let me see…” Jackson gently lifted her chin with his fingers and swore loudly when he took in the view. His voice dropped to a dangerously low growl as he said, “Where is the mother fucker that did this to you, Chloe? Was it Chris? Was it? I swear on fucking everything and everyone that I will bury that fucker so deep he’ll never be seen again.”
 
   “Jackson, stop.” Chloe broke into his tirade and pulled her chin back from his fingers. “It wasn’t Chris. I broke up with him eight months ago, if you’d ever pay attention.” She sighed before continuing, “I-it was this guy I met. His name is Greg and I thought he was everything I wanted. Turned out, I was more of a punching bag for him because I’m not the perfect Stepford Wife he wanted me to be.”
 
   “You married that fucker?” Jackson yelled incredulously.
 
   “NO! Jesus…hell no! It’s a figure of speech, Jacks. I did get pretty serious with him and then once I moved into his house with him, he started changing. He…he raped me one night when I didn’t want to…you know.” She looked up quickly when she heard me and Emma both gasp and her face paled even further. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry, I forgot you guys were even there…I-just-I gotta go.”
 
   “No!” I cried out quickly. “No, you and Jackson just sit here and talk. You need to talk to him and we’re just gonna go sit out back, okay?”
 
   I grabbed Emma and jerked my head toward the back door, indicating that I wanted Brandon and Luke to follow and leave Jackson and Chloe alone to talk. Luke followed without a word, stopping briefly to cup Chloe’s shoulder in his hand and to gently kiss the top of her head. He murmured something to her and then grabbed Emma’s hand, pulling her with him through the kitchen and out the back door. 
 
   I followed them, slowing when I saw Brandon drop to his knees beside Jackson and reach up to cup Chloe’s face in his hand. His face was ravaged with pain as he traced the line of dark bruising down her cheek. I turned away, strangely hurt by the tenderness he was showing with her. 
 
   I stepped outside and immediately came face to face with Emma, her expression worried and almost fearful. She quickly grabbed my hand and said, “They’ve just known each other a long time, Allie, you don’t have anything to worry about.”
 
   I blinked at her in surprise, then realized I shouldn’t have been surprised in the least. She’s my best friend; of course she can read me. I shook my head slightly at her and moved to sit on the steps. Luke came and sat beside me, nudging me with his shoulder. 
 
   “Emma’s right, you know,” he said softly. “My brother had his sights set on you since you dragged that one into our shop. Which, by the way, have I ever thanked you for that? I don’t think I have, so thank you. Seriously.” He looked over his shoulder as he continued speaking. “She’s absolutely the best thing that ever happened to me and I love her with everything that I am.” He nudged my shoulder with his again as he said, “Love you, too…you know, just for the record. Now, since I have you here, let’s just go ahead right now and agree that there will be no male strippers at her bachelorette party. Right?”
 
   I laughed out loud and shook my head. “Nope, no promises. I haven’t even started planning it yet, actually!” I turned around and grinned at Emma when I heard her gasp behind us.
 
   “You are a bad maid of honor! For shame, Allie!” she screeched in mock anger. 
 
   Our laughter faded away when Brandon walked out of the door and strode past us without saying a word. I looked up at Luke again and he just shrugged, patted my arm, and got up to follow him. Emma came and took his place beside me.
 
   “It really sucks seeing someone beat up like that,” she said softly. “Reminds me of looking at myself in the mirror for the first time after…” She trailed off, her voice catching on the last word. 
 
   I reached over and took her hand and we sat there in silence, leaning on each other and giving comfort without the necessity of words. After a while, the back door opened and Chloe stood there, giving us a watery smile.
 
   “Thank you guys for being so nice to me. We’re done now, and I’m sorry for making you leave your own house, Emma-”
 
   “It’s okay, Chloe,” Emma said, cutting off her apology. “You have nothing to apologize for. We completely understand. You needed to talk to your brother and you didn’t need us hovering over you while you did. Now,” she clapped her hands and stood up, brushing off her jeans as she did so. “Are you hungry? Because I make some killer tequila lime chicken and that’s what we’re having for dinner.”
 
   Chloe looked uncertain but when Emma mentioned that she’d noticed she’d only managed one bite of the sandwich she’d made for her earlier, she finally nodded and smiled gratefully. I stood up and walked closer to her, adding in my two cents. “And you’re staying at my house. I have an extra room and Jackson will be there. Brandon too,” I added as an afterthought. Though I wasn’t quite sure why.
 
   The rest of the evening passed uneventfully. We helped Emma make dinner and then clean up after we all ate. The guys had come back into the house right before dinner (Jackson had gone out the front door to take a few minutes to himself when Chloe had come to get us) and we’d all made small talk throughout. 
 
   Brandon drove us to my house later that night and, following my directive, Chloe came with us. Jackson carried in her small bag  that she brought with her and we got her settled into the spare room for the night and we all headed off to my room to get ready for bed ourselves. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   I woke up the next morning wrapped up in Brandon. I say that because his arms were completely wrapped around me, and his legs were tangled with mine. He’d scooped me close to his chest and my head was nestled under his chin. I snuggled even closer to him for a second before I leaned away slightly, reaching out with my arm behind me, searching for the other warm body that was usually wrapped around me as well. 
 
   My hand encountered cold sheets and it took a second for my fuzzy brain to register that Jackson had probably already gotten up with his sister. I nestled back against Brandon again, reveling in his warmth and the strength of his arms around me. I stayed that way for a while until he shifted in his sleep, removing his arm from over top of me and rolling onto his back. His other arm tightened and pulled me into his side and I smiled. Even in his sleep he held me so tight and I loved it. 
 
   I kissed his chest gently and traced the lines of ink written across the upper left side of his chest, over his heart. This tattoo was my favorite of his. It was scripted words that I knew he’d written himself that read:
 
   Love is but a thousand blades
 
   That cuts the heart to shreds
 
   But I’ll bleed for love a thousand times
 
   To feel before I’m dead.
 
   The rest of his tattoos were, like his brother, mostly tribal with other elements thrown in. He had a line of kanji characters down the inside of his left forearm that he had told me stood for strength, courage, honor, loyalty, and love. On left side, he had additional script that said:
 
   Drink me down, but I remain
 
   An endless thirst, a spreading stain
 
   I’ll eat you up and spit you free
 
   But you’ll still crave the taste of me
 
   The stinging bite of bitterness
 
   It’s only pain, no more, no less.
 
   I continued to trace the lines of his tattoos gently with the tips of my fingers, my eyes following every dip and curl of my hand. I gasped softly when Brandon’s hand came up and closed over my fingers, trapping them against his chest and holding them still. I tilted my head back and smiled up into the gorgeous smoky blue-grey eyes staring down at me. His lips curled into a tender smile and he dipped his head to lightly kiss the tip of my upturned nose. 
 
   “Morning, baby,” he said, his voice rough with sleep. 
 
   I kissed his chest once more and answered him in kind, smiling widely when he shifted to wrap me in his arms again. I felt the hardness of his erection press into the soft flesh of my belly and, giving into the instant desire that crashed through me, pulled myself back out of his arms and rolled him onto his back again before I slid on top of him. I let my legs drape over his hips, bringing my hot, wet folds into direct contact with the hard length of him. He moaned deeply at the feel of my wetness coating him. I sat up and moved forward just enough to bring the head of him to my entrance. 
 
   He gasped again and stilled me with his hands on my hips, panting out, “Wait…condom, baby.”
 
   I leaned over him again and reached into the drawer of my nightstand, fumbling until my fingers closed around a familiar square shaped foil packet. I brought it out and in an instant, Brandon had taken it from my fingers, had it opened and rolled on, and was impaling me on his length. 
 
   I let out a long, low moan as he filled me, his hands tightening on my hips and using them to rock me against him. He slipped one hand down and pressed his thumb against the hardened nub of my clit, rubbing it in lazy circles as I continued to rock myself over him, keeping my pelvis pressed tightly to his. I could feel my orgasm building, layer upon layer of ecstasy that was taking me higher and higher. I clenched my inner muscles around him and he let out a growl, moving his hand away from my clit to grab at both my hips again before he began thrusting his hips up roughly and pulling me down to him, slamming himself into me over and over again. 
 
   I could hear myself gasping out, “I’m…so…close…oh, God!” The sounds of our bodies slapping together added to the pleasure coursing through me, making the edge I was clinging to razor sharp until Brandon released his hands from my hips, reaching around to palm the soft globes of my ass, squeezing and spreading them roughly. I shattered, a high keening scream ripping from my throat as he sharply smacked the right cheek of my ass then rubbed it soothingly before smacking the other side with his other hand. The bite of his hands against my tender flesh just flat did it for me, shoving me over that edge into a freefall of bliss. I came and came, my body quivering and clenching around him as he thrust wildly into me, lost in his own seemingly never-ending orgasm, shouting as he pumped and jerked inside me.
 
   I collapsed onto his chest, peppering it with tiny, soft kisses as I panted, trying to catch my breath. I felt him tangle his fingers in my hair, something I’d noticed is a favorite of his, and pulled my lips to his, tangling his tongue with mine as he kissed me deeply. 
 
   He released my lips on a sigh. “God, every time with you is just as intense. You fucking rock my world, Allie!” 
 
   I giggled. I couldn’t help it. And then, heaven help me, a little bit of the green eyed monster came out and there was nothing I could do about it. I scowled and asked, “You sure there’s no one else you’d rather rock your world instead?” 
 
   He grabbed my shoulders and eased me back to look me in the eyes. “Where the hell is that coming from, babe?”
 
   I shrugged and shook my head, wishing like hell I hadn’t said anything. 
 
   “No, tell me. Are you worried about Chloe?” he asked, his voice soft. 
 
   I shrugged one shoulder and shook my head again, leaning down to kiss him. “No, it’s nothing. Don’t even worry about it,” I said. I kissed his lips gently again and lifted myself off of him, moving to his side so he could get up and dispose of the condom. 
 
   He came back into the bedroom and laid beside me again, pulling me close to him and holding me tight. He kissed the top of my head and then, after looking over at the clock on the nightstand, asked, “What time do you have to open the store?”
 
   “Oh, shit!” I cried, jumping up and running into the bathroom to get ready. I took a shower in record time and, toweling off as I went, headed to the closet to grab clothes to put on. I heard a noise behind me and turned to see that Brandon was still laying naked in my bed, nothing covering even an inch of that sexy ass body of his. 
 
   Quirking my eyebrow at him I asked, “Don’t you have to work today, too?”
 
   He nodded and grinned at me before saying, “Yeah, but seeing as how it’s only 6:30, we’ve got plenty of time.” 
 
   I looked over at the clock and scowled at him, stalking toward the bed and letting my towel drop in the process. “You ASS!” I growled. “Why did you make me think I was running late?”
 
   He kept on grinning as he replied, “All I did was look to see what time it was and ask what time you had to open the store. You’re the one who ran off like a mad woman. A naked mad woman…and it was pretty hot, too, by the way.”
 
   I reached out and smacked his shoulder but he snagged my arm and pulled me down on top of him. He rolled quickly over, pinning me to the mattress, somehow managing to get both of my arms over my head and locking them together in one of his hands. He ran the other hand down my side before cupping my breast and then pinching the nipple, making me arch into him and moan softly.
 
   “You know,” Brandon began, lowering himself until he was speaking directly in my ear. “I think I’m gonna tie you up, baby. Maybe on the kitchen table again. Tie you up all spread out and leave you there. What do you think about that?”
 
   I gasped, my breath becoming ragged as desire curled heavily through me. He opened his mouth to say something else but his words cut off when the bedroom door opened and Jackson came in. He looked exhausted and Brandon released me quickly, sitting up on the edge of the bed and grabbing the sheet to cover his hips.
 
   I jumped up and went to Jackson, wrapping my arms around him and holding him close. His arms came around me and he bent to kiss the top of my head before releasing me and sitting heavily on the other side of the bed. 
 
   “Is Chloe okay?” I asked. 
 
   He nodded. “Sorry I wasn’t in bed with you. I couldn’t sleep and when I got up, Chloe was whimpering in the other room so I went in and sat with her. I just…it’s fucking killing me to know that that bastard put his fucking hands on her! And I wasn’t there for her!” His voice broke even as it rose until he was almost shouting. 
 
   I moved to embrace him again, smiling sadly as Brandon, wrapping the sheet around his waist, also moved over and draped an arm around Jackson’s shoulders. 
 
   “Dude, it’s not your fault. And it’s not Chloe’s fault either. You know that. She’s smart and strong and tough and she got away as soon as she could. She’s here now and safe, so just focus on that,” Brandon stated firmly.
 
   I sank to my knees in front of Jackson and placed my hands on his thighs. He looked down at me and the corner of his mouth curved up with a hint of a smile. 
 
   “He’s right. She’s safe here now, and she can stay here for as long as she needs to.  And then you’ve got plenty of room in your house so she can stay with you-”
 
   “NO!” Jackson said roughly. He shook his head as I stared at him in shock. “No, I mean, yes, she can stay with me there but I…I know I’ve said it before, but Allie, I built that house hoping that you’d live there with me. That you’d be happy there. You and Brandon.” He turned his head to look at Brandon who was looking back at him in surprise. 
 
   Jackson nodded seriously at him before turning back to me. “Is that something you think could do? Would you want to live there?” 
 
   I opened my mouth to answer and then laughed when he cut me off again to say, “Or I guess I could take a page out of Luke’s book and TELL you that you’re moving in with me…”
 
   I smacked him lightly on his leg and leaned up to kiss him before getting to my feet and heading back to the closet to actually get dressed this time. 
 
   It never occurred to me until about halfway through the day that I never did answer him…
 
   The bell on the door of my store tinkled and chimed and I looked up to greet the customer coming through. 
 
   “Hi, Nanny!” I exclaimed, completely taken by surprise that my grandmother was walking through the door, followed by my harried looking mother. “Hi, Momma!”
 
   She waved and my grandma huffed and scowled. “Damn fool children don’t even know how to pick up a Goddamned phone anymore to check on anyone these days,” Nanny grumbled. 
 
   I rolled my eyes as I came out from behind the counter to hug them both. “What are you guys doing here?” I asked.
 
   “Well, Nanny had an appointment this morning and Poppy didn’t feel up to taking her, so she called me!” my mom said brightly, though her face was telling a different story. 
 
   I smiled at her and nodded, knowing that she meant that my grandmother was being extra “tank” today. Now, we love her so very dearly, but I swear sometimes she’d try the patience of a saint. Even then, she’s so much fun regardless of her cranky mood because you never know what she’s going to say or do. 
 
   “So what did the doctor say, Nanny?” I asked her. 
 
   She cocked her head and gave me a sweet smile as she said, “I’m alive.”
 
   I snorted. Smart ass old woman. “Well, that’s a good thing, right?”
 
   She rolled her eyes at me and wandered off to a display of old-fashioned quilts I had hung using an old coat hanger.
 
   I turned to my mom and asked her, wanting the real answer, “What’d she go to the doctor for?”
 
   Mom shook her head and said, “Just a check up. He says she’s healthy as a horse. I think she’s just too stubborn to get sick or anything. Again, Allie, I’m sorry in advance if I ever start acting that way.” She patted my arm and then, trying to be nonchalant, meandered over to the book display to see the new romance books I’d put out this morning. 
 
   “Allie!” my grandma yelled and I jumped, quickly making my way over to where she was standing. 
 
   I groaned under my breath when I noticed that she had stopped in front of the display of vintage lingerie I had toward the back of the store. I lost it, snorting with laughter when she turned and I saw that she had wrapped an old silk corset around her skinny little chest and was wiggling herself back and forth cackling with laughter. 
 
   “See, Allie-girl, you wear stuff like this and you just might land you a hottie!” she crowed. 
 
   I gasped and chuckled at her, glad she’d given me this opening. “Well actually, Nanny, I just so happened to have landed me a good one. Two of ‘em, in fact.” 
 
   She raised her eyebrow at me and lifted her hand for a high-five, but she froze in mid-air. “Two?”
 
   I nodded and noticed that my mom had worked her way over to us and was standing there grinning like a loon, waggling her eyebrows at me. I rolled my eyes at her again (I seem to do this a lot with my family) and smiled at my Nanny. 
 
   “Two?” she repeated. At my nod again, she screeched, “Why you little slut! When do we get to meet them?” Before I could answer she kept going. “You know, back in my day I actually was quite the catch myself. I had a few of them ol’ dogs sniffing after my skirts. And then there was this one time that I actually let two of ‘em-”
 
   “Wow, Nanny!” I exclaimed loudly, cutting her off. “Cool story! Did you see the weather report for this week?” She nodded and she was off on a tirade about the ‘damn Ohio weather’ and I breathed a sigh of relief. That is something I didn’t need to know about, or to ever have a mental image of. Yeesh. 
 
   They stayed for a few minutes longer, leaving only when a couple more customers came into the store to browse.  Before she walked out the door my mom made sure to let me know that dinner was Wednesday at seven, and it was non-negotiable. Be there with the guys or I was in a shit-load of trouble. 
 
   I acknowledged her in exasperation, waving and shaking my head at them fondly as they walked out with my Nanny grumping at my mom that she always takes too long. 
 
   The rest of the day went fairly quickly and just before I left the store, I heard a voice yelling at me from across the parking lot. I looked up and around, trying to determine where it was coming from when I saw Calland, Emma’s brother, running toward me. 
 
   He stopped in front of me, panting like he’d just run a marathon and I couldn’t help but pick at him like he always does everyone else. 
 
   “Getting a little out of shape there, buddy?” I asked with a smirk, reaching out to poke him in his stomach.
 
   He glared at me, saying, “You’re a pain in the ass,”  and then got down to the reason he had sought me out. “So do you know if Jackson or Brandon are planning on doing Luke’s bachelor party?”
 
   I grinned at him and shook my head. “No, no one has mentioned anything. Why?”
 
   “Cause I have got to get in on that shit!” he exclaimed. 
 
   I laughed and told him, “Well, come on over to the house and talk to them, then.”
 
   He said he would and then jogged back to his car, hollering back over his shoulder that he’d stop by after he got something to eat.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   Wednesday snuck up on me so quickly that I didn’t have time to worry about it, let alone to prepare the guys for it. I did remember to call my mom and let her know that Jackson’s sister would be there, too. No way in hell was I gonna leave her sitting alone at my house while we all went for dinner. 
 
   We pulled up at my parent’s house a little early and I led everyone into the house. Something I regretted almost immediately. 
 
   “MOM! DAD! OH, GOD!” I yelled as I stopped so quickly that Jackson and Brandon both rammed into me from behind, and then poor Chloe let out an ‘oomf’ as she hit Brandon’s back . I threw my hands up, waving them around like a crazy woman as I tried to back up and get the guys back out the door to protect them from the shudder-inducing sight that is now seared into my eyeballs. 
 
   It didn’t do me any good because they were like a solid brick wall behind me, stunned into complete silence, their bodies frozen and unmovable. Chloe was trying to peek around them but couldn’t see anything, which I was grateful for. I gave up shoving at them and turned, resigned to dealing with what we’d walked in on. Thank fuck my parents had actually stopped the semi-horizontal mambo they were doing on the couch and were casually grabbing up their clothing and stepping into it like they had all the time in the world and I wasn’t standing there with guests waiting to be introduced. 
 
   “Allie! Honey, we didn’t expect you until later!” my mom said brightly. Clearly being caught in flagrante delicto posed no embarrassment for them. 
 
   “Mom, you said seven, it’s seven and we’re here! What…why…ugh!” I shook my head and threw my hands up, completely at a loss as to what to do or say at this point. 
 
   I felt movement behind me and noticed that the guys had finally unfrozen enough to have turned their heads and were now nervously looking everywhere but in front of them, and Chloe had pushed her way to the front, her eyes wide as she took in my parents dressing in front of us. 
 
   “Well, I guess we let time get away from us!” my mom said, laughing. My dad looked at her with a doting expression before turning to us, grinning. 
 
   “So these are your guys?” he asked in his booming voice. He moved to walked toward us with his hand outstretched, clearly intending to shake hands with them. 
 
   He stopped and inclined his head, acknowledging the small shake of my head I gave. I really didn’t want the guys and Chloe to have to shake the hand that was just…where it was on my mother. He smiled again, this time sheepishly and grabbed my mother’s hand, pulling her down the hallway. 
 
   When they left the room, I turned back to the three who were standing there behind me, all with expressions of confusion, shock, amusement, and a hint of disgust on their faces. “I’m sorry…” I trailed off, pretty much at a loss as to what to say. There was really nothing I could say to make them unsee the things that they’d seen. I, myself, wish I could rinse my eyeballs with bleach to rid myself of the image. Seriously, though, I should have been used to it by now. This wasn’t the first time I’d walked in on things like this. “Well, I told you my family was unconventional…worse than me! I warned you! So now you know!”
 
   They all laughed and I felt the shock of the moment dissipate some. My parents came back into the room and Mom led us out to the back patio where she had a cooler full of beer on ice before she ran back inside and came back out with a veggie and dip tray for us to munch on while dinner was finishing up in the oven. She’d made lasagna and garlic bread and we ate and drank beer and generally had a pretty good time. 
 
   Brandon and Jackson took everything in stride, answering my parents’ off the wall and probing questions with ease and laughing at the stories they told about me growing up. 
 
   “So,” Jackson said a little later, “You’re okay with Allie being with both of us?”
 
   I’d been waiting on that subject to come up all night and, frankly, I figured it would have been Brandon that would have asked it.
 
   My parents both shrugged and Mom said, “As long as she’s happy, that’s all that matters. Now, what happened to you, missy?” She turned and pinned Chloe with a motherly look.
 
   Chloe just waved her hand and offered a short, terse answer. “Bad decision that I rectified as soon as I could and won’t be revisiting again.”
 
   My mom shot a worried look my way and shook my head slightly, pleading silently with her to let it drop. Chloe hadn’t really offered any information to us about what happened, and Jackson hadn’t said much about it either. 
 
   “Oh!” my mom shouted out of the blue, thankfully changing the subject. “I have pictures!”
 
   I groaned as the guys both grinned at me, their eyes sparkling in the waning evening light. My mom jumped up and went inside, flipping on the porch lights as she lugged out four huge photo albums spilling over with pictures. 
 
   She took great pride in going through all of them, and we all laughed our asses off at the various crazy poses and outfits I’d sported throughout my life. Brandon found a picture of me and Emma standing together, me in a sport coat of my father’s and an old top hat, Emma wearing an old white lace dress of my mother’s and her oversized heels. Emma was holding a bouquet of wildflowers and we were arm in arm in front of my old teddy bear that had a big book propped up in it’s arms. We were grinning into the camera, both of us missing front teeth and looking so cute and innocent. 
 
   “Holy shit!” Brandon crowed, laughing. “Does Luke know that Emma’s a bigamist?”
 
   “Ha ha, very funny, Brandon,” I said sarcastically, giggling over the picture myself. “I forgot about that! God, we were obsessed with everything wedding back then…” I sighed wistfully and then doubled over again when Jackson pointed out a picture of me sitting on my potty chair with the newspaper spread out over my lap, pretending to read it. In the picture, I was scowling at my mother or whoever was taking the picture, obviously not impressed with being interrupted. 
 
   We stayed until almost eleven, finally getting up and saying goodbye to my parents after my dad got into a discussion with Brandon and Jackson about Luke’s bachelor party. They started talking about ideas that Calland had thrown out when he’d come by the house the other night and I called an end to it when they started whispering to each other and shooting suspicious looks over their shoulders at us. We walked to the door and my mom wrapped Chloe in a gentle hug and told her to come back anytime, especially if she ever needed to talk. She then hugged both the guys, kissing their cheeks and then laughing hysterically when they both jumped as she goosed them. I just sighed and shook my head. Mothers.
 
   I was woken up at three in the morning by my bladder, who was protesting the four beers I’d consumed at dinner. I stretched and started to wiggle my way out from between the bodies wrapped around me but found that I didn’t have to because Brandon wasn’t in bed with us. I shook it off and stumbled up out of the bed, headed into my bathroom to take care of pressing matters. When I was done, I moved to get back in bed but stopped as I heard soft voices in another room. I quietly slipped into the hall and padded toward the spare bedroom. The door was cracked open and a faint light was coming from a nightlight that I’d put in there for Chloe at her request. I peeked through the opening and tensed when I saw Brandon lying in bed with her, one of his arms wrapped loosely around her while the other gently stroked her hair. He was murmuring to her soothingly, trying to calm the whimpering sounds coming from her throat. 
 
   I took a breath and when I did, the door moved, creaking slightly. I winced and peeked back through to see that Brandon was watching me. He smiled at me and motioned me into the room. I mentally berated myself for being nosy and being caught at it as I slowly pushed my way into the room and padded toward the bed as quietly as I could. He held his arm out to me and I shook my head, backing away again. No way in hell was I getting in bed with them and being all lovey-dovey while the poor thing was bawling her eyes out. 
 
   I heard a small sniffle and then Chloe’s head lifted. I saw surprise flash across her face before she’d schooled her expression again, giving me a guarded and slightly guilty look. 
 
   “Hey,” I said softly. “Sorry…I just…I heard you and just wanted to see if you needed anything, or if there was something I could do?” 
 
   She shook her head at me and gave me a watery smile. I could see her eyes filling back up again and Brandon wrapped her in his arms again. She buried her face against his chest and cuddled closer. A feeling that I swore I’d never feel in my life settled darkly in my chest, squeezing around my heart. Jealousy doesn’t sit well with me, especially when there is absolutely no reason for it….right?
 
   Swallowing the nasty feeling down, I gave Brandon a small smile in response to the rueful one he shot me and turned and left the room. I made my way back into my bedroom and sank down on the bed beside Jackson. He stirred and turned over, reaching for me blindly in the darkness. I allowed him to pull me into his body, letting the comforting warmth of him soothe me. 
 
   “What’s wrong, baby?” he asked, his deep voice sleep-roughened and soft. 
 
   I shook my head, not caring that he couldn’t see it. No way in hell was I telling him what was really wrong. 
 
   “Where’s Brandon?” he asked suddenly, sounding more awake. 
 
   “Chloe had a nightmare and he heard her,” I replied. I felt him lean down and then his lips were on mine, kissing me sweetly before he sat up and swung his legs off the bed.
 
   “I’ll be right back. I just want to check on her, okay?” Without waiting for my answer, he fumbled in the dark for his shorts, pulled them on, and left the room. 
 
   I heard faint voices down the hall and flopped myself over onto my back, my breath leaving me on an exasperated huff. I laid there in the darkness, lost in my own thoughts until sleep pulled me under again. 
 
   My alarm woke me in the morning and I reached over and thumped it off. My eyelids felt like they weighed twenty pounds and were lined with sandpaper as I blinked and rubbed at them, trying to wake up. The alarm started going off again and I leaned over Brandon to shut it off but the damn thing kept going. I pounded on it once more and it bounced off the nightstand, crashing to the floor, which made Brandon jerk straight up in bed, sending me tumbling in a heap off the end of the bed. I swore loudly as I laid there on the floor, realizing it was my cell phone ringing and not the alarm. 
 
   I heard the bed rustle above me and looked up to see Brandon and Jackson peering down at me, Brandon with an almost crazed, scared look, and Jackson mildly amused and curious. 
 
   “What are you doing down there, baby?” Jackson asked, his voice laced with barely suppressed laughter. 
 
   I rolled my eyes and stretched, trying to look nonchalant but failing miserably. “Ahh…you know. Just hanging out.”
 
   Brandon reached down and grabbed my hand, pulling on it until I sat up. “Sorry…”
 
   I smiled at him and shrugged before getting to my feet. He grabbed for my hand again and pulled me onto the bed across his body, wrapping his arms around me and squeezing. His lips found mine and he kissed me softly before apologizing again for dumping me off the bed. I smiled again and found myself lifted away from him and wrapped in Jackson’s arms with his lips on mine. I sighed contentedly and then groaned as my phone rang again. Brandon reached over and snagged it, holding it out to me. 
 
   I glanced at the display as I answered, surprised to see that Emma was calling this early. “Hey, what’s up?” I asked.
 
   “It’s me,” a deep voice said in my ear. “Emma wanted me to call you.”
 
   I shot up in bed, not even wincing when I elbowed Jackson in the stomach in my scramble to sit up. 
 
   “Luke? What’s going on? What’s wrong? Where’s Emma? ” My questions came fast, not even giving him enough time to answer. 
 
   “Nothing’s wrong and she’s right here. We were just talking about something and wanted to run it by you,” he said, laughing at my tone. 
 
   “Really? At…” I craned my neck looking for the alarm clock to check the time before I remembered that it was on the floor where I’d dropped it. “Whatever time it is?” I asked him grouchily. “Why didn’t Emma call, then?”
 
   “Jesus, Allie, just listen to him!” I head Emma yell in the background, laughter ringing out in her words.  
 
   “Okay, okay…get to it!” I growled, still irritated by them laughing at me when he just about scared the piss out of me by calling this early from Emma’s phone. 
 
   “We’re going to move up the wedding.” He said it firmly and then fell silent, I guess waiting for my response. 
 
   “Okay? That’s it? That’s what you were calling for at the crack of dawn, trying to scare the life out of me? Ugh…tell Emma I’m going to kill her. I love her, congrats, I’m all for it, but I’m hanging up now. I’ll be there tonight to kill her. Text me the date.” I huffed out a breath and tapped the end key on the screen of my phone before dropping it and flopping back on the bed between Brandon and Jackson who were both looking at me expectantly. 
 
   “That was Luke. They’re moving up the wedding date,” I said. Then a thought occurred to me and I fumbled around on my mattress, sitting up again as I hit Emma’s contact info on the screen. It rang three times before she answered, still laughing. 
 
   “Yes, Allie?”
 
   “Are you pregnant?” I blurted out. 
 
   “Oh my God! Seriously, Allie?” she cried, laughing even harder. “No, damnit, I’m not pregnant! I just don’t want to wait any longer to have the wedding. Why should we wait until next spring when I’m ahead of schedule on planning everything? I’m just ready to do it but I can’t elope because my parents would kill me!” 
 
   “Oh. Well, I just…you sprung it on me and that was the first thing that popped in my head,” I said defensively. “So how much sooner are we talking?” I asked. 
 
   “Well, you’d better get to writing your speech and planning your little party. You’ve got about two months,” she said with satisfaction. 
 
   “Two months?” I shrieked. “Seriously, you’re pregnant, aren’t you?!” 
 
   “No, Allie! I’m not pregnant! Geez woman…I swear. We were just talking and we’ve got everything under control and I don’t want to wait anymore. I’m living with him, and it’s just time. I don’t want to wait until next spring. Does that make sense to you? Or do you think we’re crazy?” Her voice dropped a little at the end and I could hear her worry.
 
   “No, I don’t think you’re crazy. I think it’s cute that you guys don’t want to wait anymore. What did your mom and dad say?” I asked her. 
 
   “I haven’t told them, yet. You were the first one we told. We were just lying there in bed this morning after he woke me up with his-”
 
   “Em, no. Don’t go there. I can imagine just fine how he woke you up, and that’s not something I should be able to do!” I laughed as I said it because I couldn’t help it. Emma and I both knew more about the other than our own doctors did. 
 
   She laughed with me and then I heard a breathy moan come through the phone before she quickly said, “Gotta go, talk later. Love you bye!” and hung up on me. 
 
   I chuckled and put my phone back down on the bed beside me, sighing when Jackson’s arms came back around me and Brandon cuddled up to my front. 
 
   “What was all that about?” Brandon asked, his words muffled by my breasts. 
 
   “Just a thought that popped into my head when they said they were moving everything up.”
 
   Brandon’s head popped up and he quirked his eyebrow at me, asking silently for more details. I obliged, telling him about the conversation. “So,” he began when I was done, “we have two months to get ready for this whole wedding thing, huh?”
 
   I nodded and Jackson and I both laughed at Brandon’s expression. He grabbed my face and kissed me absent-mindedly and then jumped off the bed, mumbling, “Need to call Calland…definitely need to rework the plans…” as he headed into the bathroom. 
 
   Jackson twisted me around to face him and proceeded to kiss me breathless. “Good morning,” he said softly when he pulled back from me. 
 
   “Mmmm…good morning to you, too!” I murmured. “I have to get up and get ready for work. What do you have going today?” 
 
   He stretched before answering, “Got a couple things to do at the office today so I’ll be heading to Cincinnati in an hour or so.” He’d finally found an office building that worked perfectly for him and had already gotten it up and running. He’s pretty amazing like that. “I’ll be back around three or so to do some more work on the house after that. Why? Got plans tonight?” He waggled his brows at me and I laughed at him. 
 
   I shook my head and said, “No, nothing going on but I have a feeling we’re going to end up at Emma and Luke’s tonight to discuss wedding stuff.  And I probably need to get ahold of Jenna and Leah to start making plans for the bachelorette party.”
 
   He nodded at me and then grimaced. “Yeah, the last thing I heard about the bachelor party for Luke involved strippers and copious amounts of whipped cream,” he said, shuddering dramatically.
 
   My lips twisted into a wry smile and I told him, “Uh-huh, sure…that is completely out of the realm of comfort for you, right?”
 
   He grinned at me and kissed me again quickly before getting up out of bed. I laid there for a minute more and then crawled off the bed, heading toward the closet for start getting ready for the day.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Work was pretty uneventful at the store that day, and evening found me, where else? At Emma’s. Brandon was still at work since he had the late shift and had a few appointments but Luke, Emma, Jackson, Chloe, and I were all sitting around the kitchen table, munching on some snacks that Emma had set out and discussing wedding plans. 
 
   “Did you tell your mom and dad and everyone finally?” I asked Emma. She opened her mouth to reply but a weird, almost horrified expression crossed her face and then she gagged. “Emma? Are you--oh, holy shit! What the fuck is that?” I jumped away from the table, pulling my shirt up over the lower half of my face to block the God-awful stench that started to waft through the room. 
 
   Everyone else was following suit, covering their faces with whatever they could find and looking around to try to figure out where the smell was coming from. I saw Luke bend slightly and look under the table, doing the same when I heard him groan and mutter under his breath. 
 
   When I peeked under there, I noticed a very large canine sitting calmly with a very large canine smile stretched across his lips, his tail wagging a mile a minute. “Seriously, Doug?” I groaned. “Jesus, Luke! What the hell did you feed him?”
 
    Luke shook his head and threw his hands up. “I didn’t give him anything, I swear! God it smells like death in here!” With that he walked to the back door, swung it open, and yelled at Doug to go outside. Doug, clearly still enjoying his act of doggy-terrorism on our group, trotted outside with his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth. 
 
   Emma jumped into the laundry room and came out with an industrial sized can of Lysol, spraying like a mad-woman, which left us all choking and spitting. Seriously, it was so thick in the room you could taste that shit on your tongue! I finally gave up and started toward the front door, shaking my head and laughing as Chloe and Jackson trailed after me, and Luke followed behind, but not before he wrestled the can out of Emma’s hand and scowled at her. She scowled back at him and stuck her tongue out childishly, making us laugh even harder when her face screwed up as she got a taste of the cloud of Lysol hovering in the air. 
 
   When we were all safely on the porch, I heard Chloe turn to Jackson and say, “Is it always like this?” 
 
   I could hear the smile in her voice and knew Jackson was grinning when he replied, “Yep.” 
 
   We were all still sitting outside, this time in the back around the fire pit, when Brandon got there. Emma, Chloe, and I were roasting marshmallows and getting to eat maybe one out of every three because they were either stolen by the guys or we were talking and laughing too much and didn’t pay enough attention to what we were doing, so they fell off the campfire forks we were using into the fire. 
 
   After a while, Jackson stood up and stretched, yawning loudly. I looked up at him and he winked at me. I grinned back because, well, I just couldn’t help it (God, he’s so hot) and because I knew what that twinkle in his eyes meant. He came and stood in front of me, reaching his hand down to help me up off the bench I was sitting on and wrapped me in a hug before releasing me. I saw him glance over at Brandon who nodded at him and got to his feet, as well. Chloe followed and we all said our goodbyes. 
 
   When we got home, I headed toward my bathroom to take a long, hot bath. Before I reached the doorway to my room, I heard Chloe behind me. 
 
   “Ummm…Allie? Do you think…could I talk to you for a second?” she asked, hesitantly. 
 
   I nodded at her, curious to see what she wanted to talk about. I motioned for her to follow me, noticing that Brandon and Jackson were also watching very curiously.  She came into the room behind me and sat cautiously on the edge of my bed. “What’s up?” I asked.
 
   She swallowed audibly. “Well, I just don’t want you to think that I’m…I don’t want to be in your way.”
 
   “Chloe where the hell would you get an idea like that? You’re Jackson’s sister, where else would you go?”  I shook my head. “I’m sorry if I gave you that impression, because that’s not it at all. I just wish there was something more I could do, something I could say to make it better for you. I don’t even really know the whole story, just the little bits you told me and Emma. Jackson hasn’t said anything, so you don’t have to worry about that, and I’m not going to pry into your business,” I said firmly.
 
   “I really don’t want to talk about it. I haven’t even really said much more about anything to Jackson, though I know it pisses him off every time he looks at me. I’m just glad the bruises are fading. But, it’s just…well, the other night you came by the room and saw Brandon in bed with me. I was so scared that you were going to hate me…think that I was trying something with him. I’ve known him for a very long time, him and Luke, and-” 
 
   I cut her off with a wave. Time to eat some crow. (Or something like that) “I don’t think you’re trying anything with him. You have nightmares, he heard you and wanted to help. I don’t have a problem with that at all. And if I gave you that impression, then I’m sorry. That’s my fault. This whole relationship thing with your brother and Brandon is so new to me…I…yeah, I don’t know. I’m sorry if I upset you.” 
 
   She shook her head at me vehemently. “You didn’t upset me at all! I just was so scared that you were mad. And I haven’t really taken the time to tell you thank you for everything you’ve done for me. You took me in when I showed up on Luke and Emma’s doorstep looking like I’d gone twelve rounds with Mike Tyson.” She chuckled wryly at her own small attempt at humor before continuing. “You let me tag along with you guys and you’ve been so nice…everyone has been so great about everything.” 
 
   I moved closer to the bed and leaned in to give her a hug. She wrapped her arms around me and held on tightly for a moment. I could feel her take a deep, shuddering breath and knew that I’d just taken a weight off of her shoulders. Which made me feel like an ass. 
 
   At that moment, my bedroom door opened and Brandon popped his head in. I watched his lips stretch into a wide grin, his eyes twinkling devilishly and groaned because I knew what was coming. 
 
   “Ooohh…going for some girl on girl? I’m down with that! Just let me get rid of Jackson…” he said loudly before breaking down with laughter, wincing when Jackson, who was standing right behind him, smacked him in the back of his head. 
 
   Jacks pushed past him, shaking his head in part annoyance, part amusement. He stopped by where we were standing, our arms still wrapped around each other loosely, and asked his sister, “You okay?”
 
   She nodded and smiled at me again before saying, “Well, I guess that’s my cue!” She hugged her brother and slugged Brandon’s arm as she went by him on her way out of the room. 
 
   I sighed and shook my head at Brandon, which I seem to find myself doing a lot, and then walked into the bathroom to take my bath. I’d been in there for a good fifteen minutes when the door opened and the doorway was filled with mouth-wateringly delicious nakedness of the male variety. I watched as Brandon ran his hand down his chest, my eyes watching every move, until he reached that special, perfect part of him that was rapidly rising to meet the occasion. I gasped as he wrapped his fingers around the considerable girth of himself, stroking firmly from root to tip. 
 
   “You gonna be in here all night?” he asked, the deep, husky, rich tone of his voice making me shiver as it washed over me like a caress. 
 
   I didn’t answer him, just pulled the plug on the tub and stood without a word, stepping out and reaching for my towel. He watched every move I made, the intensity in his eyes making my fingers fumble as I dried myself. Finally giving up, I just wrapped the towel around me and moved to where he was still standing motionless in the doorway, stroking himself. I reached out my hand to touch him and he stopped me with a terse, “No.”
 
   I stopped, my hand hanging frozen in mid-air. The uncertainty I knew was written across my face must have gotten to him because his features softened for a second before he commanded, “Drop the towel, Allie.”
 
   I let the towel drop from my body, standing naked before him. Without another word, he turned away and walked back into the bedroom, which was dark except for the soft glow emanating from my bedside lamp. I followed him, a little perturbed by the fact that he still hadn’t touched me or done anything except order me around. I paused for a moment to take in the sight stretched out in front of me. 
 
   Brandon was standing beside the bed with one knee propped up on it, and his hand was still fisting the rock-hard length jutting from the juncture of his thighs. Jackson was laying on the other side of the bed, propped up with pillows against the headboard. He was also naked, but his hands were tucked behind his head, leaving everything open to my greedy eyes. The thick hardness of his erection stood up from his body, slightly curving towards the sculpted lines of his stomach. I blinked slowly, in awe of all that hot male flesh just waiting for my touch. 
 
   “Do you have your iPod back here?” Brandon asked me softly. I nodded silently and pointed to where it was resting on it’s dock. He moved away from the bed and grabbed it, turning it on and thumbing through my playlists. I saw him raise an eyebrow at me before he smiled, replaced it onto the dock and hit play. He turned up the volume enough to fill the room, but not so loud that it would disturb Chloe in the other room. 
 
   I grinned back at him when I heard the strains of Delilah’s Go begin. I knew that he’d found my playlist I’d jokingly titled ‘sexy-time’. My smile faded as he crooked his finger at me, his face dark with lust and something else. That something else had me a little nervous, but mostly intrigued. I could tell that things were going to go a little differently tonight. 
 
   I moved to stand in front of him and heard the bed shift behind me, signaling that Jackson was no longer lounging there. I saw Brandon glance over my shoulder at him and nod. I swallowed as I felt the heat of Jackson’s chest against my back before something soft dropped over my eyes. I felt him carefully tie whatever it was at the back of my head, no too tight, but tight enough that I was completely blindfolded. I could feel my breath coming faster and my heart felt like it would pound out of my chest. 
 
   I felt the soft, fleeting touch of lips against the curve of my shoulder where it met my neck and gasped, shivering when the feel of fingertips traced my spine before dipping into the cleft at the base of it. I moaned loudly, unable to help it, when lips closed over my nipple, nipping and sucking roughly. All of a sudden I was alone, all traces of their touch gone. I whimpered in my throat and heard a whispered, ‘shhhh, baby its okay’ somewhere to the side of me. Turning my head toward the voice, I strained to listen, wanting to hear some clue as to what would happen next.
 
   I got my answer when fingers traced down my arms, pulling my hands together and clasping them in front of my body before something silky began winding around my wrists, effectively binding them together tightly. Dark desire, shot with a fine edge of trepidation, curled low in my belly and I felt the soft flesh between my thighs grow even wetter than it had been, wetter than I think I’d ever been before. I jumped slightly when a hand touched the inside of my thigh lightly, moving upward. I could feel my cheeks heat as I felt trails of wetness beneath the hand stroking me.
 
   “Mmmm…” I heard Jackson say in a low voice. “Dripping wet, baby. So wet it’s running down your thighs…” he broke off on a groan when I hissed as his fingers brushed against the swollen, heated folds nestled at the juncture of my thighs, my hips jerking forward instinctively, seeking out his touch. 
 
   I let out a small squeak when a hand roughly slapped me on my ass and Brandon growled, “No.”
 
   I could feel my muscles tighten and a shudder wracked my body at the tone of his voice. He sounded dangerous and wild and I wanted to see him like that, because he was showing me a side that he had hinted at but never shown. I felt Jackson drop his hand from my leg and then a hand slowly slid up my chest, between my breasts, and closed gently around my throat. I felt my breath coming even faster and swallowed against the slight pressure. I wasn’t scared; I trusted them beyond anything or anyone, and I knew they’d never hurt me. At least not in a bad way…
 
   Hot breath tickled my ear and Jackson’s voice whispered deeply, “We’re gonna take you higher than you’ve ever been, baby.” In the silence that followed, I vaguely registered the song changing and Gorilla by Bruno Mars began playing.
 
   I gasped as the hand around my throat shifted and a thumb slid up over my jaw and pressed against my lips before sliding inside. I closed my lips around it and sucked hard, reveling in the harsh growl that burst forth from Jackson’s mouth which was still hovering by my ear. 
 
   In a heartbeat they were gone again but then I was being lifted and laid gently on the bed. I felt two pairs of hands maneuvering me until I was lying diagonally across the bottom corner of the bed. In that position, my head hung off the edge of the bed, and my legs hung off the other side so that I was supported by the mattress from shoulder to hip. It would have been uncomfortable if they’d let my legs dangle, but one of them held them up, spreading them widely and standing between them. I wrapped them around his waist, humming in appreciation when the hot, hard length of him nestled between the silky, wet lips of my sex.  
 
   When he thrust against me I gasped again, then moaned as the hot hardness of who I determined to be Brandon thrust between my lips, feeding the length of himself into my mouth deeply before pulling back immediately. I knew that he was afraid of overwhelming me or choking me and I struggled against the binding on my hands, wanting to pull him into me again. At this angle, I knew that I could take him all the way in, especially since I didn’t have much of a gag reflex. 
 
   I whimpered again before crying out. “Brandon, please!”
 
   I heard him chuckle before he pressed himself against my lips. I opened wide, flattening my tongue along the length of him as he slid in, slowly filling my mouth until I could feel the tip of him in the back of my throat. I swallowed convulsively around him, breathing through my nose deeply in order to fight against what little gag reflex I did have. I felt him twitch in my mouth and then he was sliding back out, pulling free of my mouth with a pop. I heard him murmur something and I cried out again as he started sliding into my mouth once more as Jackson thrust himself to the hilt inside me. 
 
   They rode me, Jackson buried deep between my legs, Brandon deep in my mouth, maddeningly slow, keeping their thrusts in time with the music, pumping into me at the same time so that I was, in turn, filled so full and then left empty. Brandon had his hands fisted in my hair on either side of my head holding me still while he pulsed between my lips. Jackson pinched my nipples roughly, kneading my breasts with his hands while he thrust hot and heavy into the clenching tightness of me. I could hear myself whimpering and pleading with them to move faster because the pleasure was building and building, coursing through every inch of me but keeping me from falling over the edge.
 
   When the song changed again and Weeknd’s Wicked Games began playing, they both pulled away from me. I shook my head in denial at them, pleading for them not to stop. I cursed the blindfold because I wanted to see them, see what they were going to do next, but at the same time, I loved not knowing. I loved the game of figuring out which one was doing what, loved that I knew the differences in their bodies. 
 
   They moved, a silent dance that I couldn’t see, shifting me around until I was braced on my knees, leaning forward on my forearms, hands still bound.  More shifting and I felt weight settle between my wide-spread thighs before a tongue made a lazy sweep through my folds. Hands grasped my waist and pulled me up until I was sitting on a face, a tongue buried deep inside me, flicking and thrusting until I was grinding my hips down on that mouth, riding it with everything I had. I could feel my orgasm rushing up and flung myself headlong into it.
 
   I screamed in frustration as I was denied my release once more, those hands lifting me and that tongue ceasing it’s carnal dance along my most intimate flesh. I felt the bed dip in front of me and hands roughly grabbed me before a mouth crashed down on mine, thrusting a tongue between my lips and tangling with mine. I moaned as the scent and taste of Brandon swept me along, filling all my senses as he ate at my mouth, nipping, sucking, biting, and licking. 
 
   He pulled away from me on a groan and then I was shifted again, lost in the quick movements as they positioned me. I ended up straddling Jackson while Brandon trailed his fingers through the wetness still seeping down my thighs and slid them up to the puckered flesh between my ass cheeks. He slicked them over and over that tight ring of muscle, preparing me to take him. I lost myself to the pleasure screaming through me with every touch of their hands on my body, floating away as they both worked themselves into me, Jackson deep inside my sex while Brandon buried himself in the tightness of my ass. 
 
   They made love to me…fucked me…rode me…destroyed me until I was shuddering and gasping with the overwhelming ecstasy crashing over me as they brought me screaming again and again and again before they finally let themselves go, jerking and swearing as they each came, spurting uncontrollably inside me as I spasmed around them once more. 
 
   I felt like I was floating as I collapsed, boneless and breathless, and let the darkness claim me just as Knockin’ da boots by H-Town began playing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   “Okay. Now, this is the Turtle Tool. Yes, it looks like a weird microphone or back massager, but let me tell ya-turn this baby on and touch it to your tiny little soldier and Bam! One orgasm, coming right up! Or more…but that’s all up to you. It has multiple speeds so you set the pace, just a little buzz or a whole hornet’s nest, you decide.” I smiled brightly around the room at the hodge-podge group of women scattered in a semi-circle before me. 
 
   It’d actually been a few weeks since I’d done a party and I was finding it rather difficult to keep my mind on the task at hand, rather than that amazing night that I couldn’t stop thinking about. And don’t get me wrong, sex with the guys is always amazing but that night…wow. It’s been three days since they had knocked me out with the best sex of my life and I was still feeling it in my muscles. But, oh God, was it worth it. Even now, I had to fight back the smug smile that wanted to plaster itself over my face. Instead, I handed my Turtle Tool off to the first woman sitting beside where I was standing. 
 
   She took it carefully like it was a snake about to strike, barely holding it between two fingers. Since it’s a little heavy for that, I grabbed for it as it started to fall. I held it out to her again and, trying to be patient (this was the fifth time this had happened) told her again, “This is only a demo. It has never been used by me or anyone else. I have it only to demonstrate it during parties so you can see the real thing, rather than a picture in a catalog. Pass it on when you’re done.”
 
   I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket and while the women were passing the wand-like vibrator around, I discreetly palmed it to see who it was. It was a text from Brandon.
 
   Sold any anal beads or butt plugs yet? What about that virgin cream stuff?
 
   I shook my head and put my phone back in my pocket, not even bothering to respond to his off the wall questions. Apparently he had been snooping through the catalogs in my office. Looking back up I saw that the Turtle Tool was almost back around to me. I walked over to the last woman and waited while she looked it over, turned it on, held it against her hand, and then giggled before she handed it to me. 
 
   I put it back in it’s container and set it back in the tub it came from. I grabbed the jelly-coated, egg-shaped bullet with the small finger-like protrusion at the top and turned back to the women. Holding it up, I started in on my spiel. 
 
   “Alrighty then. This, ladies, is my best friend. One of them, anyway.” I paused to smile good naturedly at the laughter that always came with that line. “This is the Super Egg. It’s basically an over-sized, jelly-coated bullet. This little puppy can be inserted or used for outside stimulation. The little finger at the top here,” I pointed to it with one finger while holding it up in my other hand for them to see, “is for clitoral stimulation. When you turn it on, the whole egg vibrates because, like I said, it’s just a big ol’ bullet.”
 
   I turned the egg on and held it up again, stretching the cord out between the egg and the battery/power box. “It does have a cord, but it’s thin and not too long, not too short. Can you see the finger doing it’s thing?” I asked the ladies who were all watching, enraptured by the tiny, waving little finger. They nodded. I definitely had all of their attention. 
 
   I passed it around when I was done talking about it, and so went the next hour. We’d already gone through the lotions, creams, paints, and all that shit earlier, so when I got back the last dildo I’d sent around (which happened to be Big Kirky’s ‘cousin’, a much more reasonably, though still large-sized jelly dong with a suction-cup bottom), I was ready to pack up and go home. Instead, I sat in the chair beside my display table and waited while the women all left the room to adjourn in the kitchen while they came back in, one by one to place their orders. 
 
   Thankfully, I’d replenished most of my stock as far as the creams and things went. I had a few basic bullets and a couple of the more popular vibrators in stock, as well, so quite a few of the women went home with their complete orders in their discreet brown paper sacks. I’d gone back to using them instead of the sweet hot pink plastic shopping bags that had Down & Dirty scrawled across them because so many women were so embarrassed to be seen leaving with them. Yeah, I don’t get it either. 
 
   Once everyone had ordered, I packed up my stuff, loaded up, and headed home. When I got there, Jackson was sprawled across the couch with the remote in his hand, watching TV. Brandon and Chloe were nowhere in sight.
 
   Jackson sat up and paused the show he was watching, smiling at me as I sat down beside him. He pulled me onto his lap and cuddled me close, kissing my lips softly. I smiled back at him and melted into his kiss again until we finally separated, both of us breathless. 
 
   “Well hello to you, too!” I said. 
 
   He chuckled and asked me how my party went. I hit him with some highlights before asking, “Where’s Brandon and Chloe?”
 
   He shrugged. “Chloe needed some things from the store and Brandon was headed into town to grab us some dinner, so she just rode with him to have him swing her by Walmart on the way.” 
 
   I nodded, even as a green-eyed monster seemed to invade my body and settle in with a sneer. Damn female hormones! 
 
   “You okay, baby?” Jackson asked me softly. His deep brown eyes gazed at me with concern. 
 
   I pasted on a smile and kissed him gently before jumping up and asking him to help me unload my car. He got up with no hesitation and helped me unload every bit of my naughty things; he even scrambled to catch ‘Big Kirky’ when he tumbled out of the tub that I tote him around in for parties. Now that was a sight!
 
   After everything was unloaded and put away, we cuddled back up on the couch and started watching a movie. We did the whole ‘rock, paper, scissors’ thing to see who got to pick the movie. I won (for once) so I’d put in Identity Thief, which since Jackson likes it, didn’t faze him at all. We were almost all the way through the movie when Brandon and Chloe got back, walking in the door laughing, their arms laden with plastic bags. 
 
   Brandon’s smile stretched into a grin when he saw me and Chloe was right behind him, smiling just as warmly. I smiled back, glad to see her smiling genuinely and feeling better. She looked so much better than the first time I saw her, but then again, some asshole had used her for a punching bag, so…
 
   They disappeared into the kitchen with the bags and I could hear them slamming around in there and then throughout the house, putting things away where they belong. When they were done, Brandon came and sat down on my other side, reaching for me and pulling me onto his lap. His lips met mine and I moaned softly when his tongue speared between them to tease and tangle with mine. We stayed that way for pretty much the rest of the night, cuddled up together on the couch and watching movies until I was yawning every two seconds and could hardly keep my eyes open. 
 
   The next couple of weeks settled into a pattern. I’d actually taken Chloe into the store with me and had given her a job. I’d been looking into getting someone in there that could handle things if I wasn’t there. Usually the only other person that worked in my store was my mom. Working with me seemed to make her even happier, although I drew the line when she tried to pay me rent for staying with me. So she came to work with me every day, and every night, we all had dinner, hung out either at home or with Emma and Luke, and then went to bed where Brandon and Jackson proved time and time again, together and separately, how exceedingly talented they are in the bedroom. 
 
   Brandon, Jackson, and I had had a chat about something sort of like that a couple days ago. Jackson’s house was almost done and ready to move in. He approached the subject with Brandon and let him know that he wanted the three of us to live there together. The master bedroom would be mine, but all three of us would share it. They would each still get their own room, just somewhere to call their own and to get away to if they needed some space. 
 
   As for Chloe, since she was planning on living here and not going back to California, I brought up the subject of letting her stay at my place. Emma had actually done that for her sister, Leah, and it worked out perfectly. I figured Chloe would enjoy having her own place, and, believe it or not, Leah and Chloe had met last week and were practically inseparable now. All they’d been talking about is the UFC thing that Calland had invited Leah to and somehow managed to score an extra ticket so Chloe could go, too. 
 
   I’d been busy planning Emma’s bachelorette party, while fielding calls from Luke, who was trying to get details from me, not only about Emma’s party, but his own, too. He’d given in and Brandon and Calland were planning the whole thing. They’d managed to keep it secret so far, too, shockingly. I have to admit that I was pretty intrigued about it myself. 
 
   Between Emma and the store, I was running around like a chicken with my head cut off, trying to get everything done at the store and last minute wedding things for Emma. I think we finally had everything ready to go and she was going to be an amazingly beautiful bride, especially because she had essentially had a weight lifted off of her shoulders. 
 
   Creepy’s trial date had come and gone and, just as Emma wanted, he accepted a plea bargain prior to the hearing so she didn’t have to go through the trial. The photos and recorded statements they had of Emma right after the incident painted very graphic and damning picture; so much so that his attorney was bending over backwards trying avoid the trial to keep him away from a jury. He pled guilty to felonious assault with a deadly weapon, weapons under disability, kidnapping, and gross sexual imposition in exchange for them dropping the attempted murder charge. 
 
   All in all, he’ll be in prison for a about 15 years with no parole, will have to register as a sex offender, and will be put on community control after his release, as well. Emma was relieved that it was over and, now that it wasn’t hanging over her anymore, she glowed with happiness, ready to get hitched and make babies! 
 
   But first…we had one hell of a party to throw!
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   The day of the party dawned bright and beautiful. Yes, weather-wise it was, too, but when you wake up being loved from top to bottom by four hands, two mouths, and two…well, you know where I’m going with that…it would make anyone’s day better. Seriously, I’ve been smiling non-stop since I woke up. 
 
   Brandon and Jackson kissed me goodbye and headed out to meet Calland for a little last minute shopping. What they needed to shop for, I was a little scared to think about, but whatever. I had made a trip down towards Cincinnati to the Hustler store and got a nice little stash of party favors and pretty much anything I could find penis shaped. I had a crystal penis-encrusted mini veil for Emma to wear on her head, headbands with wiggly penises for the rest of us, penis-shaped shot glasses on beaded necklaces for us to wear around our necks, and even drink glasses that had flashing lights in the bottom, plus penis shaped straws for us to drink out of. I got Emma a sash to wear that proclaimed her as the bride-to-be, but sadly, they didn’t have any with penises on them. 
 
   I know it seems tacky and very classless to walk around bedazzled in penises, but come on. I think it’s a prerequisite to a kickass bachelorette party. That and at least one stripper, but I’d left that out of the public plans so Luke wouldn’t find out and kill me beforehand. I also had a list of things that we all had to complete before the night was over, as well as a ‘suck for a buck’ t-shirt for her to wear. 
 
   It was more of a ‘bite for a buck’ though, because I was nice and just tacked a bunch of wrapped flavored Lifesavers to a plain white t-shirt; no sense in making people pay to suck unsanitary candy. This way, they get to bite off the candy and be able to actually eat it, and Emma doesn’t have to stand there awkwardly while a creeper takes his time sucking off the candy. 
 
   Jenna and Leah pitched in and we all rented a limo for the night so we didn’t have to worry about needing a DD because we were definitely making the rounds tonight. I was standing in my office at home gathering everything into a couple large totes to take with me since we were all meeting at Emma’s for the limo to pick us up when someone tapped lightly on the door. I yelled for whoever it was to come in and smiled as Chloe pushed through the door. 
 
   “Hey!” I said. “You coming with us tonight, still?” I asked her. Emma had invited her and Chloe had tried to decline, stating that we didn’t want some stranger hanging out on our fun night. Emma and I both had waved her protests off and told her she was more than welcome. Frankly, I thought she needed at least one night out to cut loose and have fun for once. 
 
   She nodded slightly and then opened her mouth, to protest I’m sure, but I cut her off. “You’re coming with me, no excuses. You need to get out and have some fun. I promise, it will be worth it! Now, come help me grab everything and haul it to the car.”
 
   “Oh…okay…” she stuttered. She reached down to grab a bag by my leg and I froze.
 
   “Wait, wait, wait. Nu-uh. You can’t go like that,” I said firmly, getting a real good look at her. She was wearing a pair of baggy old sweat pants and a t-shirt. 
 
   “Well, just give me a second to change. I’m sure I can find something…” she said. 
 
   I shook my head. “You know what? I have something perfect for you at the shop. You don’t mind, do you?” I asked her.
 
   She shook her head. I nodded once, motioned for her to go ahead and grab bags and we loaded the car on the run. We made a quick stop by the store, spent about twenty minutes getting her all dolled up, and rolled out, giggling like little school girls on the way to Emma’s house. 
 
   We pulled up right as the guys were leaving. I got out and waved, shaking my head exasperatedly when Luke started yelling out the window, “You take care of my woman, you hear me, Allie?!”
 
   “Yo, bitches!” Emma yelled behind us. 
 
   She was standing on the front step holding up a champagne glass that was filled to the brim. Well, it would have been if she’d kept it still. As it was, it kept sloshing over the sides as she waved her hands around dramatically. 
 
   I glanced over to Jenna who was standing beside her, looking up to the sky like she’d get some type of answer or help from that quarter. Leah was standing behind her, either dancing or trying to hold Emma still. I quirked my brow at her, silently asking for an explanation as to why the bride was already half-shit-faced. 
 
   “Luke kept asking questions. And then she got nervous, so every time he looked at her, she’d gulp her champagne. Brandon and Jacks finally took pity on her and made him leave, but…well…you see what we’re dealing with now,” she said. 
 
   “Allie!” Emma crowed. 
 
   “Emma,” I shrieked back before replying to Leah, “Well, good thing we’re going to dinner first. Geez.”
 
   Everybody finally showed up, including Emma’s mom, my mom, and the limo driver. I passed out all my penis stuff and we all piled into the limo. We were all laughing at each other because, let’s face it, we looked ridiculous. Really, that many penises probably were overkill, but…it sure made one hell of an impact when we all stood together!
 
   We started out with a champagne toast (not that Emma needed more, but hey, it was her bachelorette party!) in the limo while we headed towards dinner. I’d made special arrangements at Manny’s because that was Emma’s favorite restaurant. They set up a back room for us so we didn’t scare anyone or scar any children for life from seeing us all ‘pe-dazzled’. 
 
   An hour and a half later, we were all stuffed from too much Italian food and sangria and piled back into the limo. Emma was well on her way to being blitzed, and her mom was already there. Funny thing about Jan when she’s drunk? She gets quite philosophical and lovey. Like seriously lovey. She was currently cuddled up to Emma, kissing her cheek and telling her over and over how much she loved her.
 
   I couldn’t help but shake my head and smile at my own mother who was sitting on the other side of Emma and interjecting her own two cents every other give seconds. Guess she hit the sangria harder than I thought…
 
   Now, don’t judge me. I may have promised Luke that there would be no male strippers involved in the night’s plans. So we were going to The Back Room, which…ok, yes, is a strip club. But the dancers are female. And it’s totally not my fault that I ‘didn’t realize’ that there was a male review on the main stage that ‘just happened’ to be scheduled for the night we would be there. Tonight. Oops. (Evil grin…)
 
   We pulled up to the club, but before we headed inside, Emma and I facilitated the quick change that was my concession to getting around Luke’s no stripper rule. Even though I told her I had it covered (see aforementioned evil grin), Emma came up with her own plan. She removed anything remotely pointing her out to as the bride-to-be and switched it out with Leah’s bridesmaid get-up. That done, we moved the party into the club, settling around a long table set up by the side of the stage. 
 
   The room was getting pretty full, women beginning to crowd around the stage area, packing into tables by the dozens while men were getting an eyeful on the small stage and catwalk area by the bar. Emma sat on one side of me while I maneuvered so Chloe was on my other side. I didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable sitting with people she really didn’t know. Okay, and I didn’t want her sitting with either my mom or Emma’s mom. Then she’d really think we were loco!
 
   The dancers were slated to begin doing their thing at ten and we had arrived precisely in enough time to get drinks and to kick back and enjoy the show. The lights dimmed a bit and cute little woman stepped up onto the stage. 
 
   “Hey, ladies!” she hollered. “Are you ready to see some sexy ass men get naked?”
 
   The room shook (or maybe it was just my eardrums bursting) with the screams and catcalls of the women all around us, most of which I swear came from Emma’s mom, Jan, and my mom. 
 
   The woman shook her head in mock disappointment and yelled again, “Are you ready to see some sexy ass men get naked? Lemme hear you this time!”
 
   I couldn’t refuse a direct order, you know, so I added my voice to the others, letting out the loudest whoop I was capable of, which, let’s be honest, was probably the loudest one in the room. I may be little, but damn I’m loud and proud of it! 
 
   “Alright, that’s more like it!” the woman yelled. “Let’s get this night started…put your hands together and give it up for our first performer, Evan!” She threw her arm up as the spotlight moved to the center of the stage and she ran off just as a man dressed in a tight fitting rocker t-shirt and tight ripped up jeans jumped on stage and made a bee-line for the front edge. 
 
   I jumped up out of my seat, unable to help myself as Casual Sex by My Darkest Days began playing. I LOVE that song! Emma jumped up and grabbed my hand, dancing beside me as Evan started rocking his hips and moving to the beat. I think what made him even ten times hotter (in my book, at least, even besides the fact that he was tatted up and H.O.T.; I mean he seriously looked like a rock star) is the fact that he was lip syncing the words as he danced, thrusting and gyrating his hips suggestively. When the chorus hit, he reached up and literally tore the shirt he was wearing right down the middle and flung it into the crowd, then dropped to his knees and crawled…well, shit! He was crawling our way!
 
   Emma let out a shriek as Evan came up on his knees in front of her, thrusting his pelvis forward as he slid his knees apart, leaning back to ensure every eye caught the rather impressive bulge straining the denim of his jeans. She leaned into me, and I wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or the fact that he was dancing directly in front of her, so I grabbed her and made her dance with me again. 
 
   As we danced, Evan jumped to his feet and ripped his jeans away, leaving himself clad in only a teeny-tiny scrap of material that was trying it’s best to contain the semi-erect flesh straining against it’s every boundary. He danced away, making his way around the stage and giving the maximum show he could to every woman dancing around the edge. 
 
   Once he’d made the rounds around the stage, he moved back to the pole and did some pretty impressive tricks that had all of us fanning ourselves and blushing, even with the amount of booze running through our veins at the moment. When the song wound down, he ended on his knees back in front of us, crooking his finger at Leah and motioning her towards him. She looked at me, wide-eyed and flushed, half panicked but whole drunk! 
 
   “Go on, Leah! What the fuck, woman? It’s your bachelorette party, we’re wasted, and Hottie McBody up here is calling you home! GET UP THERE!” Emma screamed. 
 
   Leah and I both looked at Emma in shock for about point-two-three seconds before Leah shrugged, giggled and moved toward the stage. Evan reached out and helped her up, leading her to a single seat that had been placed in the center of the stage. She was flushed and almost too appreciative of Evan’s ‘Hottie McBody’, as Emma so eloquently put it, darting her hand out and tracing a finger down his wash-board abs. Evan grinned, wagged his finger in her face in a no-no-no way, and tucked both her hands beneath her thighs, palm down on the seat. 
 
   Once he had her situated, he grabbed the mic that the chick who’d announced him handed over and yelled, “We got ourselves a bachelorette party going on tonight, and here’s the blushing bride-to-be! Well, as a wedding present, we’ve got a little something special planned for our girl. Are you ready?”
 
   The crowd went crazy, our group included, getting caught up in the energy of a couple hundred drunk chicks. Evan handed the mic back over to the woman and took something else from her hand, which turned out to be a silk tie. He took Leah’s hands and tied them gently behind her back, whispering something to her as he did so. She shook her head and smiled as he stepped back. I caught her eye briefly and gave her the eye, trying to remind her that she’s supposed to be the bride, not a single, horny bridesmaid!
 
   All of a sudden he raised his hands, catching our attention again, and pivoted his hips as the music blared and another one of My Darkest Days songs began. This one was Move Your Body, and lemme tell you, he listened! We watched as Evan danced the hell out of the song, grinding against Leah, running his hands down her arms and up her thighs, sliding himself up her body and nuzzling her neck. Emma, Chloe, and I were all laughing uncontrollably at poor Leah’s visible struggle to restrain herself from moving her hands and grabbing everything Evan was thrusting at her. 
 
   I looked over at Chloe and caught her in mid-laugh, her face completely care-free for once, and I was struck by how much she favored her brother, but it was more than that. She was absolutely stunning. And for her to be a genuine soul, to boot? I was a total ass for ever feeling jealous. Right? 
 
   I worried at my lip with my teeth and then gave her a bright smile when she caught me staring. She lifted one perfectly sculpted eyebrow in question at me and I just shook my head, smiling even bigger, before turning my attention back to the stage. Leah was now panting and her eyes were glazed over, her arms almost visibly shaking. Her hands had been moved to the top of her thighs, and she had her fingers dug into the denim of her jeans like it was the only thing keeping her grounded. 
 
   I nudged Emma and nodded towards the stage, silently asking if we needed to intervene to save the poor woman from attacking Evan. Emma just laughed gleefully and shook her head, winking at me. I realized that the song was drawing to a close, and then laughed even harder as Evan led Leah back to her seat, looking wrung out and drunker than she’d been when she went up there!
 
   As the night progressed, we all let loose, dancing, drinking, and just generally having the best time we could. At one point, I about pissed my pants from laughing so hard when one of the dancers came down and grabbed Emma’s mom’s legs, sliding her down in her seat while lifting her legs above her head. Jan was shrieking as he ground against her, using her legs as some kind of weird living prop. I thought Emma’s eyes were going to pop out of her head while watching this, but good old Jenna had her camera out, snapping away. (God, we were going to regret those pictures later!)
 
   When the show was done, we all stumbled back to the limo and headed down to The Dungeon. While we were all together before we got out, I got in my bag and passed around the list of “dares” that we all had to complete while Emma and Leah switched out their bride/bridesmaid getups. We all got out and went into the club, whooping and hollering, and I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I think Emma actually screamed out, ‘Let’s do this shit! Party’s here!’ before she stumbled onto the dance floor.  
 
   Fade to black. Cause everything got pretty damn blurry after that.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   “Oh my fucking GOD!” I moaned at the incessant pounding splitting apart my head. Cracking open one eye, I hurriedly slammed it shut again as the sunlight sharpened like a blade and speared violently into my brain. “Sweet baby Jesus, what the hell did I do?” I asked myself on a groan, slowly attempting to roll over from where I was, apparently, lying face down. It seriously felt like I was sleeping on a wooden board that was in no way, shape, or form comfortable. 
 
   Once I got halfway to my back, I let out a scream as I went crashing down to what I determined to be the floor. Shit! Finally gathering my nerve, I opened my eyes to find that I was lying on Emma’s kitchen floor, right beside the table, which was where I was sleeping? What the fuck?
 
   Slowly getting to my feet, I took stock of the situation. Hangover, check. Clothes? Patting myself down and double checking with my eyes, I determined that, yes, I did have clothes on. 
 
   I did a double take when I got to my hips. It felt like I was wearing way too many clothes. Like an abnormal amount of clothes. Shaking my head at myself, I gave up trying to piece it together, telling myself I’d figure it out later. I leaned heavily on the table and let out a shockingly loud snort as I took in the sight stretching out before me in the kitchen AND the living room. 
 
   Emma was passed out, snoring heavily, on the kitchen counter, her head resting on a pillow stuffed into the sink. She was wearing her Suck for a Buck shirt, still, but all of the life savers were gone. She did have a rather large wad of ones pinned to her shirt, so obviously she got paid for every one of them sucks. Huh. She also looked like she’d gotten into Luke’s underwear drawer and was wearing about three pairs of his boxer briefs. Over top of her jeans. Didn’t look very comfortable to me, but what the hell?
 
   In the living room, Jan, Emma’s mom, was curled up in the corner of the couch with my mom’s head resting in her lap. My mom’s feet were propped up on a sleeping Chloe, who looked like a hooker from the eighties. No, seriously. Her lips were neon pink, her eyelids were electric blue, and her hair was teased to heights I’d never seen before. Which was scary, because I grew up in the eighties!
 
   Leah was on the floor and I snorted again when I noticed that she was actually laying in Doug’s bed. Once I realized she was in Doug’s bed, I looked around for Doug, but didn’t see him anywhere. Until I stumbled into the living room and saw him. Sleeping dead center on top of Jenna. Who was sleeping halfway under the coffee table.
 
   Okay, seriously. What the hell happened last night?!
 
   I made my way slowly down the hall to the bathroom and had to do another double take when I looked at myself in the mirror. Apparently Chloe wasn’t the only one who got a makeover. My face was made up like Kiss on crack. And I was wearing a hodge-podge of men’s boxers, boxer-briefs, and even (shudder) one pair of tightie-whities. Well, more like dirty-loosies…oh, gross!
 
   I frantically shucked all of the underwear off my hips, even taking my pants off for good measure. After scrubbing all the make-up from my face, I padded down the hall toward Brandon’s room in nothing but my cutesy little party top and my panties, intending to raid his closet for something to wear, when I heard a gasp behind me. 
 
   “Jesus, Allie! What the…what are you…where are your clothes?” a male voice stammered behind me. 
 
   I whirled around in a panic, my hands flying every which way to cover whatever they could cover as I blushed and fumbled out, “Luke!” Oh, God. I could feel my face burning, which isn’t saying much considering the deep blood red that was creeping up Luke’s face at an alarming rate. 
 
   Without stammering out another word, I turned and ran like the devil himself was on my ass, slamming Brandon’s door behind me. Shaking my head (and then cursing myself for that as my head starting pounding again), I got to my feet and rummaged through Brandon’s dresser, coming up with an old pair of sweats that I had to roll about a zillion times. Oh, well. At least I was covered. 
 
   I shrugged and walked back out of the room, snorting loudly in laughter as I entered the living room and saw Luke standing with his hands on his hips, staring in some combination of amusement, concern, and confusion at Emma. She was still passed out, snoring away. 
 
   Doug was now sitting on top of Jenna (still asleep), smiling his goofy doggie grin at us and wagging his tail so hard it’s a wonder Jenna was actually still sleeping. And everyone else was still out of it, too. 
 
   Luke turned around and threw his hands up. “So, how the hell are you up and moving?” he asked.
 
   I shrugged. And then tilted my head to amend my answer. “Well, actually it’s because I was, apparently, sleeping on the kitchen table. I fell off. Woke me up. Painfully.”
 
   He shook his head, but I could see his shoulders shaking with the laughter he was trying to suppress. “Alright, so now, wanna explain to me why Emma’s wearing approximately a week’s worth of men’s underwear?” 
 
   I gulped because he wasn’t really laughing anymore. I nervously chuckled, wracking my brain to come up with some plausible reason that wouldn’t sound awful. And then I remembered!
 
   “Oh, yeah!” I chirped. Well, chirped as much as a hungover person could chirp. I made a dash for the bathroom and grabbed up the mess that I had dumped on the bathroom floor, taking care not to touch the ‘dirty-loosies’ and plodded back into the kitchen. 
 
   Luke looked at me like I’d lost my mind and, frankly, I was probably going to make it worse for at least the next few seconds. I held up the pairs of men’s underwear that I’d been wearing myself after fishing around in the pocket of my jeans for the crumpled up paper I’d stuffed in there. 
 
   “So, as you can see, I came home wearing men’s underwear, too-” I started, but he cut me off.
 
   “This isn’t really helping your explanation any, Allie. I mean seriously, you don’t think Brandon or Jackson would be a little worried by the fact that you had men’s underwear on, too? And,” he paused, looking over said undergarments hanging from my fingers with a grimace, “they’ve clearly been worn.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes at him. “If you’d let me FINISH!” I said, maybe a little more loudly than necessary. But that loudness could have all been in my head. I mean, the Trans Siberian Orchestra was already in there gearing up for their tour, so it’s a wonder I could hear anything over that. 
 
   “This is a list of dare-type things that we had to complete for the bachelorette party. See? Number 15, get a guy to take his underwear off for you and hand them over. We were very clearly overachievers. And before you ask, no, we didn’t see anything we weren’t supposed to. At least Emma and I didn’t. I can’t say the same for Leah, because the last I remember seeing her, she was headed into the men’s room to assist.” I shook my head. 
 
   Luke reached for the list and read some off. “Number 1, get someone to buy you a shot. Number 2, dance on the bar…” he looked at me and quirked his eyebrow. “Did she dance on the bar?” 
 
   I shook my head in the negative. “No, actually, Chloe did that one. Shocked the shit out of us.”
 
   Luke’s eyes went wide but he didn’t say anything else. He continued reading the list, chuckling at a couple and then reading them aloud when he came to ones he apparently found most interesting. 
 
   “Give a lap dance? Get five phone numbers? Jesus, Allie, were you trying to set her up?” Luke asked, his hand raking through his hair in agitatedly. 
 
   I gasped and snatched the paper out of his hand, glowering at him. “Seriously? I know you didn’t even ask me that. Chloe and Leah split the phone number dare, and believe it or not, my mother did the lap dance.” I held up my hand. “Please, don’t ask. It was bad enough to see with my own eyes.”
 
   “Hey!” I exclaimed suddenly. “What’s the deal? How are you not passed out somewhere? It was your bachelor party last night, too!” 
 
   He shrugged. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ve got a workshop going on in my head right now, but I wanted to come home and sleep in my own bed with my future wife. Couldn’t take anymore snoring.”
 
   I giggled. “Brandon and Jacks?” I asked.
 
   “Nope,” he answered. “Calland. I swear to God, if I didn’t know it was Emma’s brother there on the couch, I would have thought there was a grizzly bear in the living room. We dropped her dad off at home and the rest of us crashed at your place. When I left, Brandon was in your bed and I think Jacks was in the bathtub. Could have been the other way around. And I’m pretty sure Calland was wearing a bra. Didn’t want to examine that one too closely, you know. Self-preservation and plausible deniability and all.”
 
   I nodded. Maybe I shouldn’t mention all the times Emma and I had dressed Calland and his friends up when we were growing up. Ever see some dragged out thirteen/fourteen year olds with hooker make-up and padded bras riding a modified grocery cart into a ditch at the end of a driveway? Well, it’s pretty fuckin’ hilarious, lemme tell ya. 
 
   “So what did you guys do last night?” I asked Luke. 
 
   His face turned red again and I had my answer. “You went to a strip club!” I crowed. “HA! I thought you said no strip clubs!”
 
   “Like I had a choice!” he hollered at me. “Calland, Brandon, and Jackson planned the whole thing. Do you think I got to have a say in anything? With CALLAND making most of the decisions!?  And don’t you dare give me any grief over it, because I KNOW you took Emma to a strip club!”
 
   I blinked. “N-no, I didn’t,” I stammered. 
 
   “Busted!” Luke said. “Which strip club do you think we ended up at?” he asked.
 
   Oh. Well, shit. 
 
   “How the hell did we not see you?” I asked. I shook my head before he could answer. “Nevermind. We were all pretty wasted by that point. Although, I do pride myself on handling my alcohol better than most, so I just can’t believe I didn’t see any of you.” 
 
   “Your mom did. She did the whole zipping motion across her lips and then mimed throwing away the key. She’s a trip,” he said, laughing. “Honestly, though, the guys threw a great party for me, just as, obviously, you girls did for Emma.” He smiled fondly at Emma, still snoring away on the counter. 
 
   I cocked my head and couldn’t help but smile. “You really love her.” It was a statement, and it wasn’t like I was just figuring it out. But sometimes it was just so…heart warming to see that I couldn’t help but comment. 
 
   He nodded, not taking his eyes off of her. He laughed as she shifted in her sleep and let out a huge belch that would have put a grown man to shame. “How could I not?” he said, grinning. 
 
   Luke and I talked for a little longer and then I left, heading home to my guys and whoever else was left crashed out there. I did wake up my mom before I left to see if she wanted a ride, but she decided to drive herself home. She’s a party beast, what can I say? 
 
   We left pretty much everyone else passed out where they were, but I made Chloe get up and come home with me. She was still pretty out of it. Guess that could have come from all the shots I kept handing her all night. But I won’t feel bad about it. She’s a kickass chick when she comes out of her shell. 
 
   By the time I got home, there was no one left at my house with the exception of my guys. I did see a bra mysteriously lying in the middle of my living room floor, but there was no sign of it’s previous wearer. Although I definitely would be revisiting that issue later with Calland. Especially once I filled Emma in on it. 
 
   I went into my bedroom after putting Chloe back to bed and saw that whoever had been crashed out in the bathtub was no longer there because both Brandon and Jackson were in my bed. Jackson was on the right side of the bed, Brandon was on the left, and they’d left room for me right in the middle, whether out of habit or what, I didn’t know, but I was thankful for it. I stripped off and crawled into bed, snuggling down between them and let sleep take me back under.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   “Who’s idea was it to take cameras with us during the parties?” Emma moaned, thumping her head down on the kitchen table. 
 
   It was Sunday and we were all over at her mom and dad’s house for breakfast, minus Chloe, who said she had some errands to run, and Jackson, who was going to take Chloe wherever she needed to go. We had just got done eating and the kids were in the living room playing a video game. My parents and even my grandparents had shown up (it wasn’t that uncommon; they’d been to quite a few breakfasts with me over the years) so it was boisterous and crowded, but I wouldn’t change it for anything. Most of my favorite people in one place…that’s what I call perfect! The fact that Leah had taken the cameras in and had all the pictures from the bachelor and bachelorette parties printed out just made it that much better, especially because there was some blackmail GOLD in there!
 
   “Oh, dear, come on! They aren’t that bad!” Jan said, patting her daughter’s shoulder briefly before snatching the pictures out of Emma’s hand. 
 
   I grinned when she gasped as she started browsing through them. Her face was turning red and then she lost it, laughing so hard that tears started streaming down her face. 
 
   “Oh! Oh, God, Daisy!” she cackled to my mom. 
 
   My mom just grinned and shook her head because she’d already gone through them. My grandma shuffled over behind Jan so she could look over her shoulder. 
 
   “Daisy Mae!” she exclaimed, her gravelly voice cutting above everyone else. “Lord, child, does George know some naked guy is grinding his ugly stick all over your ass?”
 
   “Mom!” my mother exclaimed at the exact same time I hollered, “Nanny!” 
 
   I turned to look at my grandma and, being the smart ass I usually am, said, “Ugly stick, Nanny? No one calls a man’s penis that.” 
 
   She shook her head at me in exasperation. “Don’t ya know anything, lily girl? Ugly Stik, you know, as in a brand of fishing pole. Seriously, look at that thing! It’s huge even covered by it’s banana hammock!”
 
   I just groaned and covered my face with my hands, shaking my head as my mom jumped in, berating and then agreeing with my grandma. Geesh.
 
   Jan just shook her head and moved on, losing it even more when the next picture was my dad giving a thumbs up as two busty strippers surrounded him. After that was a picture of Ben, Emma’s dad, smiling dazedly into the camera, holding up a bottle of beer in one hand and a mini blow up doll in the other. 
 
   Picture after picture went and we all cracked up, laughing until we were literally holding our stomachs, tears pouring down our faces; there were pictures of random people biting candy off of Emma’s shirt, ones of Chloe and Leah dancing on the bar, ones of me and Emma dirty dancing with an alien…wait, what? What the hell was up with the blow ups?
 
   Jan flipped one more and I grabbed it, exclaiming, “Hey!” I turned it around so Emma, Jenna, and Leah could get a better look at it. “What happened to our friend?” I asked, laughing. 
 
   The picture showed Emma handcuffed to an almost life-sized blow up neon green alien, which she had sitting on her lap, kissing it’s cheek. Emma grabbed the picture out of my hand to see and handed it to Luke, who was sitting beside her.
 
   “Sorry, honey,” she said sweetly. “Looks like someone else might have stolen my heart at the bar!” She giggled and winked at him.
 
   Luke guffawed and kissed Emma’s head, saying, “I’ll forgive you this one time, sugar, but I’m telling you what; if our first child comes out neon green, he and I are gonna have to have a talk!”
 
   We all busted out laughing again, with the exception of Emma’s dad, who just shook his head and grunted. Typical Ben. 
 
   When the laughter died down again and Jan continued flipping through the pictures, I took that opportunity to bust Calland’s balls a little. 
 
   “So… ‘little brother’, wanna tell me why you were crashed out on my couch wearing a bra?”
 
   His face turned beet red for a second before his ever-present cockiness asserted itself again. “I’m secure in my masculinity…and besides, you never asked what happened to the woman who was wearing it before me!” He winked and waggled his eyebrows at me exaggeratedly. 
 
   “Calland, you ass, tell me you didn’t do the nasty at my house!” I screeched, reaching out to slap him. He jumped away and I missed, my hand accidentally tagging Brandon in the junk. I clapped my hand over my mouth, apologizing profusely as he bent in half, blowing out a deep breath on a groan. Flustered, I didn’t think first and dropped to my knees, hell bent on doing something, anything, to alleviate the pain I’d caused. 
 
   “Oh, fuck me sideways, Allie, baby, please stop, please stop, please stop…” Brandon mumbled, his words trailing off on a moan that sounded about a hundred times different than the in-pain one he’d just emitted a few seconds ago. 
 
   I blinked up at him and then down at where he held my wrist, fighting to stop my hand from rubbing over the…wow…now suddenly much larger and umm…harder part of him that I just so happened to be on eye level with and let out a little ‘eeek!’ as I realized what I had been doing. I scrambled away from him, mumbling ‘oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God’ under my breath in mortification. 
 
   I jerked myself up and sat down at the table again, risking a glance around the now completely silent kitchen. I winced as I noticed the wide-eyed stares of shock everyone was sending my way until, one by one, they started laughing even harder than they had while looking at the pictures. My grandma even slapped her knee. Face. Palm. 
 
   After a while, Brandon and I said our goodbyes to everyone, promising my grandparents that we would come visit soon, and headed home. When we got in the car, Brandon looked over at me and grinned while he reached over and rubbed my thigh. 
 
   “Don’t even start!” I snapped, trying to keep from grinning back even while I could feel my face heating up again. 
 
   He just grinned even bigger. “It’s okay, baby. You didn’t even think about it, but I seriously had to stop you before I embarrassed myself in front of everyone, and not in a way that anyone would laugh at!”
 
   I covered my face with my hands. “I can’t believe I did that…” I sighed. 
 
   We pulled up at my house after a few more minutes of idle chat and went inside. Brandon pulled me into his arms and kissed me sweetly before setting me back away from him. 
 
   “I have to run down to the shop for a bit to work on a design. Wanna come with me?” he asked. 
 
   I shook my head. “Nah…I have a couple orders I have to put in for my Down & Dirty stuff and then a few things to work on for the store. See you when you get back?” I asked, leaning against his chest and offering my lips up for a kiss again. 
 
   “Of course,” he replied before obliging me, capturing my mouth in a hot, tongue tangling kiss that left me panting for more when he pulled away. He gave me that sexy smirk of his and added, “And we’ll continue this kiss and that little rub down you started earlier when I get back.” He winked, kissed me hard on my lips one more time, and jumped away as I swatted at him. 
 
   I managed to get my orders in and the things done that I needed to finish for the store before I heard the door open and Jackson came strolling in, making a beeline for where I was sitting. I smiled up at him as he leaned in, kissing my lips gently with his before taking it a little bit deeper, stroking my bottom lip with his tongue before sweeping inside. He kissed me like he hadn’t seen me in a month, and he did it like that every time he kissed me. Which is just one of the things I loved about him. 
 
   “Hey,” he said when the kiss ended. “Did you have a good time at breakfast?” he asked, the slight smile on his face giving him away.
 
   “Been talking to Brandon?” I asked him, smartly. I crossed my arms and gave a small harrumph. 
 
   He grabbed my arms gently and pulled me up out of my chair, enfolding me into his arms and holding me tightly. I sighed and wrapped my arms around him, pressing my body even tighter against his. 
 
   “I’m just teasing, baby, you know that,” he said gently. 
 
   I nodded against his chest. “I know, but I have to pretend to be put out about it just a little. Save face. Not that I’m not mortified that I did that in front of my whole family and Emma’s…” I broke off when I felt his chest start bouncing under my cheek with silent laughter. 
 
   I growled and pinched his ass, making him jerk and yelp before he gave in a laughed out loud. I pulled back and smiled up at him, sighing when he leaned down for another soft kiss. 
 
   “So,” I began when he pulled away again. “Did you guys get everything done that Chloe needed to do?” I asked lightly. Yeah, sue me…I was fishing a little because she didn’t say what kind of errands she had to do. 
 
   “Yeah, I think so. She actually just left to go somewhere with Leah. Do you think I should be worried about those two being out together?” he asked, his voice a mixture of amusement and concern. 
 
   I shook my head. “No, I don’t think you’d need to worry on a Sunday. Now, on a Friday…” I shrugged my shoulders and gave him my best ‘oh-God-who-knows’ look, laughing when he growled playfully at me before he grabbed me up and threw me over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold. 
 
   I gave a small oompf and a squeal that turned into a giggle as he headed down the hallway toward the bedroom. I slapped his ass and let out an even bigger squeal when he reciprocated, his large hand firmly smacking against my unprotected backside swaying in the air, and then nipped my thigh with his teeth. 
 
   My breath caught in my throat at the slight sting and desire curled heavily in my stomach. He dropped me gently onto the bed and followed me down, pressing every single delectable inch of his gorgeous hard body against me as his mouth sought and claimed mine. He kissed me hard, biting at my lips and exploring every inch of my mouth with his tongue.
 
   I moaned as heat suffused every inch of my body and shifted so I could cradle him closer between my thighs. He responded with his own muffled groan and rocked his hips against me, hitting that perfect sweet spot, which caused me to arch off the bed as pleasure shot through me from head to toe. 
 
   Jacks broke the kiss and braced himself on his hands over me, leaving his lower body snugged tight against mine. He rocked into me again, his eyes darkening and gleaming as they watched my face, my reaction. Then he smiled-a devilish, wicked smile- and I was lost. 
 
   “Jacks, please…” I entreated softly, my eyes pleading just as my hands were, smoothing firmly down his back and hooking over his delicious, jean-clad ass, pulling it even tighter against me, making myself writhe with want. 
 
   “Shit,” he muttered, shifting against me again and letting his eyes slowly close. 
 
   In a second he was off of me and the bed, both, stripping his clothes off in a hurry. I sat up and began doing the same, but before I could even my shirt completely off, he was back, and his hands make quick work of removing every stitch of clothing I had on. My breath escaped on a sigh as he levered himself back over me and, taking my lips in a ferocious kiss again, he swiftly parted my thighs and slammed home. 
 
   I moaned, long and low, at the feel of him buried so deep inside me. Without wasting a second, he began moving, deep, hard, fast strokes that had me on a razor’s edge of release, breathlessly reaching for that shimmering explosion. Goaded by the heat spiraling out of control, I pumped my hips up, meeting every thrust of him, clenching my inner muscles around the hard length piercing me so sweetly. The thick, heavy sound of flesh smacking solidly against flesh echoed through the room and pushed me even closer to the edge. 
 
   Jackson suddenly shifted, melding our bodies together, his hands sliding under my body and up to cup my shoulders in his hands. Instead of thrusting, he began grinding against me, sliding the hard length of himself over and over that secret place inside me, even as his pelvis ground against my clit, and on a scream, I hurdled over the edge I’d been clinging to. 
 
   Clawing, my nails biting into the taut flesh of his back, I screamed again as he ground down on me once more, a harsh groan breaking from his throat as he spilled himself inside me. We laid there, chests heaving, trying to catch our breath, and I could feel my whole body shaking.
 
   After a minute, Jackson rolled off of me onto his back, blowing out a deep breath before looking at me and grinning. I smiled back and rolled onto my side to snuggle into him. 
 
   “Wow.” I said softly, feathering soft kisses along his chest. 
 
   “Hell, yeah,” he said. “Sorry I didn’t take my time…I just needed to get inside you.” His smile faded and his face turned serious. “Allie, I know I don’t really tell you-that I haven’t really told you…but I love you. I’m so in love with you and I swear I want to spend the rest of my life proving it to you.” 
 
   I felt tears threaten, and my throat tightened with emotion. “I…I love you, too, Jackson.” And I did. I knew I did, had known for a while, but you know how something just kind of overwhelms you at a certain point? Well, this was that moment for me. I burrowed closer into him and sighed, the sweetness of the moment a perfect counterpoint to the sharp, all-encompassing desire that had just taken us over. 
 
   We stayed wrapped up in each other, not speaking, watching as the shadows lengthened across the room, until we both succumbed to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   “Emma. I never imagined that I’d be standing here a year after you literally fell into my life…saying these words to you, and meaning every single one of them more than you will ever know. I know I was an overbearing ass-” Luke broke off, grunting as Emma wacked him across his mid-section, whispering ‘church, remember?’ and giving him the evil eye. 
 
   He cleared his throat and continued, grinning down at his breathtakingly beautiful bride. “As I was saying, at first I was overbearing,” he paused to make sure she wasn’t going to hit him again, “but you stuck it out. You bewitched me from the beginning and I quickly learned that I couldn’t live without you. I need you waking up beside me every morning; cuddling close to me in bed every night. I want to watch your belly grow full with our children, who I will love unconditionally and irrevocably, even more so because they will have come from you, from our love, but I want to grow old with you, as well. I want to be that old couple sitting in the rocking chairs on the porch, our grandchildren crowded around us as we regale them with tales of everything we’ve done and everything we’ll do…” He paused again. 
 
   “Well, maybe not everything,” he said, chuckling along with the rest of the congregation crowded into the church to witness Luke and Emma’s wedding. He smiled tenderly at Emma. “When you smile at me, it warms my heart. When you kiss me, you make me feel invincible. And when you hold me in your arms, you make me feel like I’m home. And you know what home is to me…and to Brandon. You’ve given me and my brother the family that we never had, and there’s no way I could ever repay you for that.”
 
   I watched Emma reach up and brush a tear away as Luke took a shuddering breath, visibly trying keep it together in order to finish his vows. 
 
   “And so, Emma Marie Jensen, I promise to love you today, and every day for the rest of our lives. You are my heart and soul, and I will spend every day showing you how much I love you. These are the vows I make to you, sugar. Always ever.”
 
   A little voice piped up behind me exclaiming, “Hey!” in surprise. Jenna quickly shushed Hayden, who was apparently having a hard time figuring out whether or not to be mad or ecstatic that her ‘Unca Wuke’ had just said her special phrase. She’d had a hard time saying always and forever when she was younger, so it came out always ever, and it stuck. 
 
   Hearing Hayden, her niece, yell out, Emma turned and winked at her, grinning back when Hayden decided she was happy and giggled like crazy, before turning back to the ceremony and her rather handsome groom.
 
   I blinked tears away, wishing I had had the foresight to hide tissues somewhere on my person. I moved Emma’s bouquet to my other hand, clutching it together with mine, and I reached up to cautiously wipe the moisture away. 
 
   It had been a journey, that’s for sure, but the day was finally here. I glanced around the church, packed with family and friends, decorated simply but elegantly. It was beautiful. But nothing held a candle to my best friend. Emma was absolutely radiant in her gown, and the look on Luke’s face when she started down the aisle was priceless. I don’t think there was a dry eye in the area after that, and especially not after Luke’s vows. 
 
   When Luke had been speaking, I’d snuck a look and saw Jackson, looking delicious in his tux, staring at me. He’d winked and I couldn’t help but blush, reading his feelings and intent clearly in his eyes. Brandon, also looking absolutely hotter-than-hell (and I don’t mean heat-wise) in his tux, had smiled wickedly at me when I looked at him, and between the two, I was fidgeting more than the four year old standing next to me. 
 
   I snapped my attention back to the wedding when Emma’s voice rang out clearly. 
 
   “A year ago, I let my best friend talk me into accompanying her to the tattoo shop so she could get her tongue pierced. Today, I stand before all of the people I love, my friends and family, and I have to thank Allie for that. So, Allie,” she looked over her shoulder at me, “Thank you.”
 
   I winked at her and inclined my head. 
 
   “That day was the day that I met the man standing before me. A man that I never in a million years imagined would ever speak to me, let alone order me to go on a date with him. Yes, I said order! Seriously, though, I felt like everyone I knew was finding their true loves, getting married, or at least had boyfriends, while I was sitting at home like ‘I like food’!” 
 
   Everyone laughed at that except for Luke, who gave her a stern look. She just smiled up at him and kept going. “I’m not perfect; I’m stubborn and crazy and so is pretty much everyone in my life. You’ve been my rock through so much, and put up with me when I’ve been irrational. But you, Luke, you made me- make me- feel like I am the most perfect and sane thing in this world. You look at me like I’m the most beautiful woman in the world. You hold me like you never want to let me go, and I fit perfectly in your arms. 
 
   Taking her own shaky breath and wiping away more tears, Emma continued. “And so I make my vows to you, Lucas Tyler Crimshaw. I promise that I will love you more today than I did yesterday. And I promise that that love won’t even come close to the love I’ll have for you tomorrow, because I fall in love with you more and more each day. I promise to give you as many babies as you want, and grow old with you so we can rock on the porch together, just like you said.”
 
   “You are my everything, and you have all of me, every day for the rest of our lives. I love you, Luke. Always Ever.”
 
   By the time the last word had left her lips, Lucas had her in a lip-lock so solidly that her feet weren’t even touching the floor. It went on for a minute until the minister cleared his throat, chuckling good naturedly when Luke finally set Emma back on her feet. He smiled sheepishly at the minister and steadied his suddenly dazed looking bride. 
 
   With a smile and a shake of his head, the minister began speaking, finishing up the ceremony and then introducing the beaming couple to everyone, who began clapping, cheering, and hollering. We made our way down the aisle behind them and took our places in the receiving line, all of us wiping tears away and laughing like school girls. 
 
   The rest of the night passed in a blur of champagne toasts and dancing. Everything turned out so perfectly; I couldn’t have asked for anything better for Emma. And to think, it all started with a little piercing…
 
   It was almost two in the morning by the time we got everything cleaned up and packed away from the reception hall. We’d sent Luke and Emma off on their honeymoon around midnight, more because we were getting a little worried that Emma wouldn’t be able to contain herself any longer. Usually it’s the groom that’s itching to get to the wedding night fun, but given five seconds alone, I’m betting Emma would have had her dress hiked up to her ears and jumped Luke in the coat closet. I’m still not convinced it didn’t happen anyway…
 
   We got home and Jackson and Brandon carried Chloe and Leah into the house, depositing them both into Chloe’s bed. I’d only had a couple glasses of champagne, but those two girls...wow. That’s all I could say. Of course, they weren’t the only ones. Jenna had let loose more than she ever had and poor Noah had to practically tie a rope around her to keep her dress on. Thank God Noah’s parents had taken the kids home with them earlier in the evening!
 
   Jenna was also the one who started the table dancing movement, too, although I can’t really say anything about that one. Pretty much everyone in the wedding party did that, including my mom and Jan. Nanny had tried to get up there, but I’d managed to get Brandon to grab her down before she got more than one little chicken leg up on a chair. 
 
   As the guys were settling the girls in, I made a beeline for the bathroom to remove my makeup and get ready for bed. I was exhausted, but it was a very satisfying exhaustion. I heard the guys come into the bedroom so I went out, turning my back to Brandon, who was standing by the dresser. He unzipped my dress and I let it fall to the floor, kicking it out of the way as I hooked my thumbs in the waistband of my panties, shucking them down my thighs and off. My strapless bra quickly went the same way. 
 
   Fully undressed, I turned as I stretched, smiling as I took in the glazed eyes of both my sexy ass men. I knew what that look meant; but it didn’t mean that I was going to make it easy on them. 
 
   Slowly and deliberately, I arched my back and stretched even more, pushing my full, hard-tipped breasts forward, the soft, full, firmness of them swaying with my movement. Pivoting delicately, I made my way to the bed, crawling onto it languidly. Every move I made was precise, designed to maximize the tease factor. 
 
   Behind me, I heard clothes falling rapidly and I smiled as I felt the bed dip of either side of me. Hands slid up my spine, smoothing over my skin soothingly, and I sighed in pleasure. I turned over, laying on my back and smiling at them towering over me. I reached out my hands and put on each of their thighs as they knelt on either side of me. 
 
   “Kiss me,” I whispered, turning my head toward Brandon first. He obliged, leaning down and pressing his lips to mine gently before moving back. He sat there quietly, unmoving, as did Jackson. I got the message pretty quickly.
 
   This was all about me. Like it had always been, but this time, they were gonna make me ask for what I wanted. 
 
   I turned my head towards Jackson and pleaded with my eyes, wanting him to kiss me. He gave a slow shake of his head, the corner of his mouth turning up in a sexy little smirk. I huffed out a breath and glared for a second, pouting. 
 
   “Kiss me,” I growled. 
 
   As soon as I asked, he did the same thing Brandon had, leaning in a pressing his lips to mine sweetly and altogether too briefly before sitting back on his knees again. 
 
   I sat up and shifted between them, situating myself and then reaching out with both of my hands, each one seeking and finding a length of heated, velvety steel. Twin gasps sounded on either side of me as I began stroking them in tandem, squeezing them gently and twisting my hands on the upstroke. After just a few strokes, they both grasped my wrists, stopping me with gentle pressure. 
 
   I scowled up at both of them as they rose above me. Brandon grinned and shook his head at me, and Jackson smirked again. I blinked and they were off the bed, moving away from me. 
 
   “Hey!” I exclaimed in frustration, throwing myself off the side of the bed and standing in front of them. I gulped as I took in their gorgeous, lean, perfectly muscled and tattooed bodies, my mouth watering, and heat pooling between my thighs. 
 
   “What do you want, baby?” Brandon asked, his voice low. 
 
   “You. Both of you,” I replied. 
 
   “Where do you want us?” Jackson asked, moving around in front of me as Brandon circled behind. 
 
   “Inside me,” I gasped as Jackson pushed me back against Brandon, my back flush to his chest. His head dipped and he took my left nipple in his mouth, nipping with his teeth sharply before laving it with the flat of his tongue. 
 
   Brandon’s hands encircled my waist, pulling my hips back and up until the length of him prodded between the fleshy cheeks of my ass. I moaned softly, willingly conceding my control to them, thrusting my hips back against Brandon harder even as my hand rose up to pull Jackson in closer to me. 
 
   His lips blazed a fiery path between my breasts before closing over my right nipple, treating it to the same sweet torture as he did the other. I moaned again, louder than before, as pleasure burst through me when his hands came up and massaged the tender globes roughly at the same time that Brandon tangled his hand in my hair and pulled my head back, sinking his teeth into the side of my neck. 
 
   Sensation flooded me and I closed my eyes, letting myself fall under the wicked spell they were weaving around me with every touch…kiss…breath…against my body. They knew how to play me; they were rough but not too rough, walking that fine line between pleasure-pain and outright pain with perfection. They pushed me when they knew I could take it and brought me down when they knew I was flying too high. I loved it…I loved them.
 
   A sudden cool breeze down my body snapped me back from the haze settling over me and I opened my eyes to see that they had both stepped away from me. They moved in tandem, like a well-oiled machine, moving me to the bed and making short work of positioning me. I ended up on my hands and knees, Brandon reclining against the headboard, his thighs bracketing my hands. The hot, hard length of him bobbed softly against my lips, begging me to taste him while Jackson slid his head between my thighs, his breath searing the tender, dripping wet folds of pink flesh hovering inches from his mouth. 
 
   I licked my lips in anticipation, gazing up at Brandon with a heavy-lidded glance before I flicked my tongue quickly over the bead of moisture gathering at the tip of him. He gasped and then moaned as I took him deep in my mouth, holding him there for a second before moving back up the length of him, sucking and scraping my teeth lightly. 
 
   Before I could take him in my mouth again, I let out a long, breathy moan as Jackson seized my hips and brought my sex down on his mouth, his tongue spearing into me without prelude, thrusting in and out before tracing a wet line of heat to my clit. He circled the engorged nub, teasing but not touching, making me wild. 
 
   I braced myself with one hand on the bed and wrapped the other around Brandon’s girth, squeezing lightly, and then leaned down to take him in my mouth again, even as I shifted, grinding my hips down on Jackson’s mouth. He gave up teasing and plunged his tongue deep inside me once more. He fucked me with his mouth, making me whimper around the thickness sliding between my lips. 
 
   I worked Brandon over frantically, losing control quickly as my hips bucked against Jackson’s mouth. I felt him begin to swell and I whimpered again, wanting the taste of him on my tongue; but he had other ideas. I growled as he sat forward and pushed me away, his other hand automatically moving to stave off his release. My growl turned into a sound of disbelief as Jackson deftly maneuvered himself out from between my thighs. 
 
   He knelt on the bed and reached for me, spinning me until I was facing him, still kneeling on the bed. He wrapped his fingers in the silky strands of my hair and guided my head down, pressing his rock hard length against my lips, seeking entrance into the hot cavern of my mouth. My jaw yielded and opened wide, allowing him to slide the silky length of himself fully inside, the head of him nudging the back of my throat. I fought my automatic reaction and swallowed, loving the low, raw sound he made. 
 
   He held me there for a second, his hand tightening in my hair reflexively before he gently tugged, pulling me back. He sprang free of my lips and I captured him again, sucking lightly on the head of him while my tongue massaged the underside. 
 
   I felt Brandon’s hand begin to massage the globes of my ass and I jerked away from Jackson on a cry when his hand rose and fell, delivering a sharp, stinging slap to the tender flesh. Jackson leaned forward and captured my lips in a bruising kiss as Brandon meted out carefully placed smacks, setting every inch of my ass on fire in a beautiful, mind-blowing way. 
 
   I hummed out a sigh as I sucked on Jackson’s tongue, kissing him back with everything I had, biting his full lower lip until he gasped, growled, and returned the favor. Behind me, Brandon massaged my reddened skin, soothing away the sting.
 
   “Oh, GOD!” I screamed suddenly as fingers plunged into my soaked folds from behind, sliding deep and sending me flying into an orgasm that I hadn’t even realized was so close. My body clenched around Brandon’s fingers as I rode them, shuddering and screaming into Jackson’s chest until I was spent, but they weren’t done with me. 
 
   Brandon slowly slid his fingers out of me, gathering my wetness and spreading it up and over my puckered, secret entrance. “I’m going to fuck you here now, baby. You want it?” he asked me darkly.
 
   “Yes,” I gasped out, pressing back against his seeking finger, breathing through the small pinch as he breached me and began preparing me to take him. Once he decided I was ready, he pulled me back against his chest, spreading my legs over his thighs and pressing slowly into me from behind. 
 
   “Breathe, baby…yes, that’s it. That’s my girl…fuck yeah!” he growled as he pumped in and out sharply, seating himself even deeper with every thrust until he was buried to the hilt. 
 
   I shifted and moaned at the fullness of him, arching my hips and allowing him to slide just that much deeper as he reclined back against the headboard again, leaving me laid out on top of him, his chest pressed to my back. He moved his legs, sliding them apart with mine hooked over them, leaving my thighs spread wide open. My breath began coming faster in anticipation as Jackson moved into place, kneeling on the bed between my thighs. Reclined back against Brandon’s chest like this was hedonistic; I could see the silky smooth expanse of my naked, sweat sheened body…my breasts, hard-tipped and heavy, swaying with every panting breath...the flat expanse of my tummy,..the curve of my hips…the glistening pink folds nestled between my thighs…and the shadow of Brandon underneath me, buried so deep inside that forbidden place.
 
   And I could see Jackson. I could see the swollen, heated length of him standing at perfect attention, the tip gleaming with drops of restrained passion. I could see him wrap his hand around that gorgeous hardness, his other hand sliding down to cup the heavy sac hanging just below. 
 
   Brandon grunted underneath me as my body clenched on his unwittingly, his hands coming up to palm my breasts as he gasped out, “Holy fuck…Jackson, quit playing around and let’s fuck our girl. I don’t know how much longer I can hold out with her squeezing me like this.”
 
   Jackson chuckled and grinned wickedly, his eyes gleaming. His hand moved again and my eyes followed, captivated as he stroked himself again. He slid his thumb over the moisture pooling in the slit at the tip of him, collecting it. I hissed out a wild ‘yessss’ as he brought his hand up toward my mouth, capturing his hand in mine and sucking his thumb into my mouth, groaning as the salty-sweet taste of him hit my tongue.
 
   “Like that, huh?” he murmured, pulling his hand free of my grip and using it to stroke himself again. He shifted closer and slid the head of himself through my wetness, rubbing it over my clit before slapping it against that hardened nub, sending white-hot pleasure shooting through my body. 
 
   I shivered and clenched again, causing Brandon to swear underneath me again, and Jackson finally relented, working himself inside me until both of them were there, stretching me so fully, filling me so deeply that I didn’t know where I ended and they began. Finally they began to move in a carnal dance, gliding smoothly in and out of me in counterpoint, driving me wild. With pleasure washing over every inch of my body I arched, my arms moving up and over my head to grab blindly at the headboard, needing something to ground me just a little. 
 
   Their thrusts became quicker, harder, until both of them were pounding into me relentlessly, swelling even more inside me, causing the dam to break and I came, screaming and sobbing their names, my body jerking with uncontrollable spasms. My orgasm seemed to go on and on, fed gluttonously by the thick sounds of flesh slapping flesh, the wild, almost animalistic thrusts of them into my quivering body…and then I was turned inside out as they both growled and shouted as they came, flooding my body with scalding heat and sending me headlong into another mind-numbing release.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   A pounding broke into my orgasm-induced stupor and I pushed weakly against Jackson’s chest, which was still heaving against mine. Brandon was panting at my back and the movement of their breathing, combined with my still ragged breaths, was causing little jostling movements in my nether regions where both of them still resided. And I was so sensitive at the moment, I think I would literally die if I came again. 
 
   “Get. Off,” I wheezed tiredly, giving one more small attempt to dislodge Jackson. He disengaged slowly, causing me to clench around him, which caused all three of us to twitch and moan again. The pounding started again and Jackson rolled to his back, collecting himself for a second before he rolled off the bed and grabbed his pants off the floor, pulling them on clumsily as Brandon and I separated, going through the whole clenchy, jerky, moany thing again. 
 
   I reached down and flipped the comforter over us as Jackson opened the door a crack and peered out. He stepped back in surprise as Leah shoved through the door, looking like a crazed, cranky cavewoman. A dazed Chloe followed behind her, looking like she wasn’t altogether with it. 
 
   “LEAH!” I yelled, clutching the blanket to my chest and sitting up. Brandon scrambled frantically beside me and I realized too late that I’d pulled the cover off of him. 
 
   “ALLIE!” Brandon yelled, yanking the blanket back over him to cover the most important bits which, in turn, pulled it away from where it was clutched over my breasts. 
 
   “JESUS, BRANDON!” I yelled, finally covering my chest with my hands and diving down for a free corner of the blanket.
 
   Jackson was laughing hysterically over by the door by this point while Chloe blinked in confusion, mumbling under her breath about crazy people, and Leah was glaring at us evilly. 
 
   I blew out a breath and asked Leah in exasperation, “What the hell are you doing? What do you want?”
 
   “Well, for starters,” she began, her tone scathing, “I wanted to make sure you weren’t killing each other with all the screaming going on in here. Other than that, it was basically to ask you if you would quiet it down because you are being loud enough to wake the dead-or at least the severely hung-over/feels-like-we’re dead. ‘Kay?” She smiled sweetly (completely sarcastically, trust me), turned on her heel and started marching out, grabbing Chloe’s arm and dragging her along. 
 
   I laughed as I heard her grumble, ‘And I thought my sisters were loud. That’s it, I’m not sleeping over anywhere anymore without ear plugs.’
 
   Jackson closed the door behind them and he, Brandon, and I all busted out laughing at the absurdity of the situation before Jackson crawled back in bed and I snuggled down between my guys, kissed them each sweetly, closed my eyes, and let sleep take me under. 
 
   I woke up the next morning in a rather good mood (go figure), so I got up and made breakfast for everyone. We had initially talked about doing a morning after the wedding brunch at Ben and Jan’s, but decided that we’d all probably be too hung over to do it. So my guys, Leah, and Chloe got chocolate chip pancakes, sausage, and bacon. Simple but not too shabby, if I do say so myself…
 
   I had just finished sliding the last of the pancakes onto a plate and sat it in the middle of the table when I felt muscular arms slide around my waist from behind, pulling me back against a hard chest…among other things. I sighed and burrowed into the embrace, wriggling against the hardness poking me in the small of my back. 
 
   A deep groan emanated from above my head and teeth nipped gently at the side of my neck before Jackson turned me in his arms and leaned in to take my lips in a searing kiss. When our lips parted, I smiled and patted his chest, completely feeling content. It was a sort of new feeling…I mean, yeah, I was pretty content with my life before, don’t get me wrong. But there was something totally satisfying when you go to bed wrapped up in delicious male, and wake up the same way each morning. Not to mention the decadent lovin’ I get…mmmm. 
 
   I pulled out of his arms and walked into the outstretched arms of a very sleepy Brandon, smiling when he bent almost in half to burrow into my arms rather than wrap me in his. I kissed the side of his head and rubbed his back, giggling when he rasped his stubble over my sensitive skin. 
 
   He moved enough to kiss me briefly before turning and stumbling out of the kitchen toward the bathroom. I heard him grunt as he passed Leah and Chloe, who were walking like zombies out of Chloe’s room. 
 
   Grinning hugely, I called out as chipper as I could, “Well, good morning ladies! Did you sleep well?”
 
   The evil looks I got from both of them made Jackson crack up, earning him twin looks that promised swift retribution if they could get to him quick enough. I wasn’t holding my breath on that one. 
 
   Brandon made his way back into the kitchen and we all sat down to eat. Once they got some food into them, Chloe and Leah started to perk up a little. Well, that and the Tylenol I handed them with their OJ. We ate pretty much in silence, everyone too intent on stuffing their face or lost in thought. The silence was broken only by Leah asking if I would take her to Jenna’s house to pick up her car where she left it before the wedding. 
 
   Once everyone was done eating and the guys were ensconced on the couch flipping channels, trying to find some kind of organized sport to watch, Chloe, Leah, and I piled into my car to head over to Jenna’s. 
 
   We walked into Jenna’s house and I was surprised by the fact that it wasn’t a chaotic mess like it usually is.  And I say that because in addition to the craziness of her two kids and her poor female cat that Hayden named Tom, she had agreed to keep Doug for Luke and Emma while they went on their honeymoon. She definitely was gonna have her hands full. 
 
   As for the chaotic mess? I think I might have spoke too soon. A scream ripped through the house; we looked at each other for a split second and took off upstairs, heading for the sound. 
 
   We got to the top of the stairs just in time to hear Jarrod yell, “OH MY GOD! He’s done something BAD!”
 
   I pushed past Leah and Chloe and peeked into Jarrod’s room to see him shaking his head violently from side to side and pointing to the dog. Jenna was standing in the middle of the room, but she wasn’t moving. I think she was in shock. And I guess I would be too, if a hundred pound lab was standing in my son’s room with a rather good-sized, life-like, flesh colored dildo hanging out of his mouth. 
 
   “Holy sh-nikes!” I whispered, remembering at the last second to censor myself. “Jenna?” I still whispered, not wanting to scare her. She jerked, whipped her head around to look at me, and I could see the gleam of panicked resolve in her eyes before she threw herself sideways at Doug in an attempt to wrestle the dildo away from him. 
 
   Doug, being the smart ass he is, dodged her easily and made a beeline for the door, taking me out at the kneecaps in the process. Dildos, when used as weapons, surprisingly hurt a lot more than you’d think, and the one flapping from the dog’s jaws was no exception. I got to my feet just as Chloe and Leah jumped out of his way to avoid getting hit with either the dog or the dong. 
 
   “GET HIM!” I heard Jenna battle-cry behind me, which spurred me into immediate action. We raced from the room and followed the dog who turned into Jenna and Noah’s room. He ran back out before we could even get there, but his mouth was empty. 
 
   Jenna ran into the room and I heard her pant out, “Thank God!”
 
   The girls and I stepped into the room to see her bent over with her hands on her knees, shaking her head. The dildo was laid out on the bed, pretty as you please. 
 
   “How the hell did he even get that?” I asked Jenna. 
 
   “That’s what I wanna know!” Leah exclaimed behind me. Chloe stood behind her, nodding, eyes huge. I swear that woman is going to think that all of my friends and family are crazy…she wouldn’t be wrong though. Geez. 
 
   Just then, Jenna’s cat, Tom, came creeping out from under the bed. Jenna made a growling sound of frustration in her throat before she answered, “Well, the damn dog had to have chased the stupid cat under the bed and knocked over my box.” She dropped to her knees and started rooting around under the bed. She came up with the lid to a shoe-box type container, and then produced the almost empty box it belonged to. 
 
   “Is there anything left under the bed? Is that the only thing he took?” I asked as she began mumbling to herself about ‘damn dogs’ and ‘murder by shooting’. 
 
   She peeked under the bed again and came back out with a tube of lube, a set of anal beads (I choked a little at the sight of those…she never ordered those from me!), and two pairs of handcuffs. She threw everything back into the box and put the lid on it again before looking up at us. “Nope. That’s not the only thing he took. Now we get to go on a fucking treasure hunt for my sex toys before my kids see the goddamned things!”
 
   Chloe, Leah, and I all looked at each other, definitely taking note of the ‘we’ that Jenna used. I cleared my throat and asked again, “Okay, well, what else is missing?”
 
   “I don’t even know!” she wailed, burying her head in the carpet. She sat up suddenly with her head cocked and then jumped to her feet. 
 
   I heard Noah call her again and we all followed her as she made her way toward Hayden’s room. When we got in there, Noah was standing beside Hayden’s dresser, looking decidedly puzzled as he looked at Doug, who was sitting there pretty as you please while Hayden brushed him with a Barbie brush. 
 
   He blinked distractedly at me and the girls, nodding his head slightly in acknowledgment, and then said, “I, uh…I followed the dog in here because he’s, uh…yeah. He’s right there.”
 
   We all looked at the dog, trying to figure out what had Noah so addled. And then I looked closer and noticed it. Yup. Dear God, the dog was wearing a blue jelly-type cock ring around his front paw. 
 
   Hayden glanced up and noticed what we were all staring at. “Oh! I found a bracewet for Doug! Him wikes it!” She grinned gleefully and then waved at me, her Aunt Leah, and Chloe. 
 
   Jenna was muttering under her breath again, and then Noah opened his mouth to speak, shut it, cleared his throat, and tried again. 
 
   His voice came out a little strangled as he asked, “Ummm…Hayden? Where did you…what’s this? And where did you get Doug’s, uh…bracelet?” 
 
   He was pointing to an opened package laying on the dresser. I looked closer and realized it was the packaging to a silver bullet vibrator, with the actual bullet laying beside it. My hand came up to cover my mouth because I just couldn’t believe this was happening. I mean, seriously…does this happen in real life? 
 
   (Obviously it does…)
 
   Hayden frowned and answered, “I foun’ it in the haw-way. It don’ work. And Doug brought me the bracewet in his mouf.” Her face brightened again and she popped up, pushing past the now-lounging Doug to rush toward her toy box. She dug through it for a second before coming up with a hot pink butterfly vibrator. “Doug brought me ‘dis one, too, an’ it works! See, Daddy? Mommy? You push the button and the butterfwy’s wings fwap and it makes me waugh!” 
 
   ‘Oh, Jesus, NO!” Jenna yelled when Hayden brought it up like she would touch it to her cheek. She startled the poor child who dropped the vibrator immediately, and then her face screwed up into the most pitiful expression before she let out a wail louder than anything I’d ever heard before. 
 
   Top that with the fact that Doug sat up as soon as he heard her wailing, threw his head back, and began howling just as loud. 
 
   Jenna shook her head, grabbed the butterfly out of Hayden’s hand, the bullet off the dresser, and then bent down to pull the cock ring off of Doug’s paw (he didn’t even pause in his howling), before she turned on her heel and stomped from the room hollering, “I need a freakin’ drink!”
 
   Noah knelt beside Hayden and spoke to her quietly for a second. Her wails slowed to soft hiccupy sobs and then stopped altogether when she grinned at her father from whatever he said to her. Doug still hadn’t let up, but stopped when Noah just shouted, “Doug! Enough!”
 
   Hayden, crisis forgotten, began brushing the dog again, talking to him a mile a minute. Noah stood, looked at us standing there again, and said, “I’m sorry. We live in a nuthouse. But you should know that by now. Beer anyone?”
 
   Jarrod, who until now had gone unnoticed standing beside Chloe, piped up, “Can I have one, Dad?”
 
   Noah sighed, shook his head, and walked out of the room. 
 
   Chloe, Leah, and I all shrugged at each other and followed. Never a dull moment at Jenna’s house. Ever.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   Tomorrow. That’s what I told myself. Over and over again as I emptied the contents of my stomach endlessly into the toilet. I would get up and go to the store tomorrow. But until then, I was just going to lay on the tile floor in the bathroom and die. And thank God that Chloe was around. 
 
   She’d been a Godsend, going into my thrift store and opening it every morning for the last week, working every day, even on the days when my mom went in to run it for me. Every night she came home and made sure that there was something to eat for the guys, even if it was a bucket of chicken from the KFC down the street. 
 
   As for me, she’d checked on me in the mornings before leaving, made sure I had plenty of chicken soup, crackers, and 7up; not that I kept much of it down. Jackson had been busy at the new house, putting the final touches on it so that we could actually move into it within the next month or so. Brandon had been busy at the shop, and both of them called to check on me whenever they could. 
 
   It’d been a month since Emma and Luke’s wedding and I thought my life was perfect until I contracted the flu-bug from hell. You think I’m joking…but I’m not. I swear to you that this illness was sent up from Satan himself. And it had been ongoing for a week now. 
 
   No, I hadn’t gone to the doctor yet, namely because I couldn’t remove myself from the bathroom for very long, and because I’d refused to let anyone take me. Especially Emma, who had called and begged me every day to let her come take care of me. But I couldn’t, because I didn’t want her to catch the hell-virus. 
 
   No matter, because tomorrow I was taking back my life if it killed me. I knew that there were so many things I needed to do at the store, and my poor guys were probably dying from blue-balls. Okay, not really, because who would want to have sex with a little green-looking woman that puked every five minutes? Hell, even thinking about sex made me shudder because it made me think of the way things get all shook and bounced around and that made my stomach curdle even more. Ew.
 
   Stomach emptied for the moment, I sat back and leaned my head against the coolness of the bathtub. My eyes closed of their own volition, the exhaustion weighing heavily on even that part of my poor abused body. 
 
   I heard the bathroom door open and barely got my eyes open before I heard Emma’s no-nonsense voice barking orders to me and…Chloe? I think that’s who was standing behind her. What was she wanting me to do? Get dressed? Pshaw. Yeah, right. 
 
   Half an hour later found me sulking in the passenger seat of Emma’s car, taking turns glaring at Emma who was driving, and Chloe, who was sitting in the backseat. I had my arms wrapped tight around my bathroom trashcan which, thankfully, I hadn’t had to use yet. 
 
   “Glare at me all you want, you little asshat. You’re going to the doctor and that’s that,” Emma said firmly. 
 
   I growled at her. She rolled her eyes. And kept driving my unhappy ass to the doctor. 
 
   Two hours later, prescriptions in hand and silence reigning, we pulled into my driveway. Home sweet home! Thankfully, the shot the doctor gave me helped immensely with the nausea, and the prescription should help keep it away. 
 
   Emma wanted to stay but I wouldn’t let her, and after she finally left, Chloe kept watching me like I was about to pass out on her until I finally shooed her away, too. She left me and went to the store to relieve my mom. Everyone else was gone, too, so I blessedly had the house to myself. It felt nice to be able to relax without throwing up every five minutes, and I took full advantage and scarfed down a few crackers with some 7Up. Yeah, it’s not gourmet, but it’s more than I’d been able to actually keep down in a while and it tasted pretty fuckin’ good to me. And yes, that warranted the strong wording. Trust me. 
 
   I managed to sleep for most of the day until Chloe came back. I looked at my phone and saw that Emma had texted me, as did Brandon, Jackson, my mom, and my Nanny had called three times. 
 
   I sighed and started texting everyone back, waiting to call my Nanny until I was done. 
 
   “Minnie’s pool hall, eight ball speaking!”
 
   Yep. That’s my Nanny. Cantankerous and crazy. Bodes well for me in my old age, huh?
 
   “Hey, Nanny. What are you doing?” I asked her. 
 
   “Oh, Allie-girl! How are you feeling?” she asked me. 
 
   “Alright. How are you guys doing? I saw you called three times; sorry it took me a while to call you back, but I actually got to sleep today.” 
 
   I heard her yelling at my Poppy to turn the damn t.v. down before she answered me. “I only called that many times ‘cause I was checking on you. We’re fine. I suppose. That damn no good doctor said he wants to have my eyes checked for glaucoma. I don’t have no damn glaucoma, and if I did, I told him I wanted some of that wacky weed to smoke. You think he’ll give it to me?” She cackled for a second, breaking off on a cough. 
 
   I sighed. “Nanny, you know he isn’t going to give you anything like that, and you don’t need it anyway. You’re loopier than loopy as is!” 
 
   “And you’re gonna be just like me when you grow up. You know it and I know it. Now, if we can just get your momma up to par, we’d be good,” she grumbled. 
 
   “What’s wrong with Mom?” I asked. 
 
   “Well, nothing’s wrong with her…she just says that I’m on her nerves. I can’t help it if she says she’ll be here to get me and it takes twenty minutes. She lives ten minutes away, so what’s the hold up? You know I gotta get home and take my pills.” She harrumphed. “Damn kids anyway. Carry ‘em your body for nine goddamn long months and they give you nothing but hemorrhoids and heartache.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, thankful she couldn’t see me ‘cause it would have gotten me slapped. “Alright, Nanny, I’m gonna go lay down again, while I can. I’ll check back in with you soon, okay?” 
 
   “Okay, Allie-girl. I love you!” she crooned in her gravelly voice. 
 
   “Love you, too, Nanny. Bye.”
 
   I hung up the phone on a rueful laugh and settled myself onto the couch in the living room with a fresh glass of 7Up and a few crackers. Maybe if I managed not to be sick again for a while, I’d move up to chicken noodle soup. Or maybe a Big Mac. That sounded pretty good, too. 
 
   I was half asleep on the couch watching the end of some sappy, sobby Lifetime movie when Chloe came back home. I blinked at the clock, astonished to see that it was almost seven. I grabbed my phone and looked at it to see if I’d missed any more calls; nothing. 
 
   I sat up as Chloe walked toward me, her hand automatically reaching for my forehead. 
 
   “I don’t have a fever. Haven’t even been sick since the doctor gave me that shot,” I told her.
 
   “Good. Then we won’t have to drag you back to the doctor again,” she said smartly. “Have you heard from my brother? I thought he’d be home by now.”
 
   I shook my head. “He texted earlier, said he had to go to Cincy to handle some paperwork.”
 
   “Well, he’ll be home soon, then. Brandon?” she asked.
 
   “He texted, too, said he was working late. Why?” 
 
   She shrugged. “Just wondered if I needed to fix dinner or whatever. Did you eat?”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her and sighed. “Yes, mother, I did. Some 7Up and some crackers.”
 
   She smacked my thigh lightly and scolded, “Don’t you roll your eyes at me, young lady!” 
 
   We both laughed, 
 
   but I could see the relief plain as day in her face. I guess I scared her being so sick like that. 
 
   “You know, Chloe, I haven’t really had a chance to thank you for everything you’ve done while I’ve been sick. So thanks…you know, for taking care of me and my store. And…well, just everything.”
 
   She nodded and smiled at me. “It’s okay. Actually, I should be the one thanking you for opening your home to me and giving me a job. I know I’ve said it before, but I still don’t think I’ve said it enough. You really have made me feel like I’m family.”
 
   “You are,” I said simply. 
 
   She smiled at me and we spoke about lighter things for a while before I started to feel sick again. I groaned and she jumped up, running out of the room. She came back almost immediately with an ice cold glass of water and my nausea pill, but she still pushed my little trashcan closer to me, just in case. 
 
   Miraculously, I staved off the sickness long enough for the pill to kick in and by the time Brandon walked in the door, I was feeling a little bit more like myself. 
 
   He came toward me, a look of surprise sweeping across his face. “Holy shit! You’re up off the bathroom floor…and you look alive!” he said, grinning. 
 
   I crossed my arms and pretended to glare at him, giving up and laughing with him as he leaned in and kissed my forehead. 
 
   Chloe asked Brandon, “Did you get something to eat?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, Emma picked up some food from Griff’s for us since we were booked solid, and still had walk-ins. Luckily they were all for piercing, because we’ve been so crazy busy that we’ve had to stop doing walk in tattoos. Need an appointment for ink, now.”
 
   “Look at you, big, bad, busy tattoo-man,” I said, teasingly. 
 
   Now it was his turn to pretend to glare at me but it didn’t last long. Instead, he kissed me on the forehead again and went to change. He came back shortly wearing basketball shorts and nothing else. Sick or not, that still made my pulse pick up and my body flush with heat. 
 
   I saw Chloe glance at me, double take, and then she was up and by my side in an instant, her hand going to my head to check for fever. “Allie, you’re all flushed! Is your fever coming back?”
 
   I shook my head and pushed her hand away, glancing guiltily at Brandon, who was laughing. 
 
   “No, Chloe, I think she just likes what I’m wearing,” he said, his tone sliding like silk over my skin. 
 
   Chloe looked up at him and I swear I saw her gulp as she registered that he was standing there in nothing but shorts. Couldn’t blame her; the man is hot. 
 
   “Alright, babe, I’m gonna go hop in the shower real quick, okay?” 
 
   I nodded, lifted my face for his kiss, and watched him walk away. 
 
   Chloe and I were laughing at something she had said when my cell phone rang. I picked it up, smiling when I saw the name.
 
   “Hey, Jacks!” I said happily into the phone, glad I could actually communicate with him for once, rather than just moan and groan in misery. 
 
   But it wasn’t Jackson on the other end of the line. 
 
   I could feel all the blood drain from my face. I could almost swear that it was draining from my entire body. I started shaking my head no, the words I’d just heard reverberating throughout every inch of my brain. ‘No, no, no, no, no, no’…I didn’t realize I was whispering the word out loud. I didn’t feel the phone slip from my suddenly numb fingers. 
 
   I didn’t hear Chloe’s cry of concern, didn’t see her leap forward to grab the phone up, speaking quickly to try to figure out what the hell was going on. And I didn’t flinch when she screamed Brandon’s name brokenly, her face dissolving into a mask of panicked pain, tears pouring from her eyes as she collapsed beside me.
 
   Because I couldn’t stop saying no...and the only other words that I could think of were the ones that were echoing in my ears. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Ms. McCormick.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   The opening notes of Kelly Clarkson’s Stronger played softly over my headphones and I ripped them away from my ears. I swore under my breath and deleted the song from my playlist, like I thought I had done over an hour ago after hearing it three times. 
 
   I used to like that song. Now, I want to scream when I hear it because, trust me, I’m not stronger from what hasn’t killed me. Because I am dying every fucking day that I have to sit here beside the quietly beeping machines keeping my heart alive. 
 
   I say my heart because it’s true. I don’t mean the actual organ pumping away in my chest; I’m talking about one of the men I love, lying in a hospital bed a foot from me. For four weeks now, I’ve sat here, day in and day out, hoping…praying…begging that something will change and he’ll wake up. That he’ll open those beautiful, deep brown eyes that I love so much. That he’ll smile, hold out his arms for me, and I’ll be able to crawl into them and hold him just as tightly as I want him to hold me. 
 
   And every day, those hopes and prayers go unanswered. 
 
   My mom has taken over my store for the moment, but at this point I really didn’t even care about it. I know I probably should, but my priorities are a little different right now. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for everything she’s done and is doing for me. She makes sure that I have clean clothes at the hospital, and they bring me food and make sure I eat it. My illness had gone away, but my appetite was severely lacking. I showered and slept at the hospital, and they let me because the first (and only) time they’d told me I needed to go home and rest, I’d gone a little crazy on them. 
 
   Chloe has pretty much been with me the whole time, too, only she’s gone home to sleep every night now.
 
   Jackson’s and her mom flew in as quickly as she could once Brandon had called her. She’d been staying at my house with Chloe and Brandon. I just couldn’t make myself leave him. I’d told the hospital staff I was his fiancée the day we’d come to the hospital, the day of the accident. Chloe and Sarah, their mom, had backed me up. Talk about a bad way to meet the mother of the man you’re in love with. 
 
   I felt bad, too, because I knew I’d been a real bitch to Brandon lately. I’ve pushed him away and it’s not his fault. He’s been there for me every step of the way, holding me close when I’ve just needed to be held. Kissing my forehead and whispering empty reassurances that sounded pretty, but didn’t really help. And I loved him for it, I really did. But I still couldn’t bring myself to leave Jackson’s side. 
 
   I’ve seen the pictures of Jackson’s car now; the mangled metal painting a horrific image that burned itself into my mind and won’t let go. It was a hit and run, I’ve been told. The police have said they’re investigating, but they have nothing and I really don’t see them ever finding the asshole that did it. From what they could piece together from the scene, a car travelling in the southbound lane of the road crossed the line into Jackson’s lane. He was northbound, but the car didn’t hit him head on.
 
   Instead, it had hit the driver’s side rear quarter of the car, causing it to go into a spin, which sent it off the road, over the embankment, and flipped it. Apparently it rolled twice, and landed on the roof. Jacks had to be cut from the car and he wasn’t breathing when they found him. They also said they’d lost him on the way to the hospital, but were able to bring him back. 
 
   He’d been in a coma ever since, machines performing every necessary function to keep him alive. He’d had head trauma, including a concussion and a laceration that required twenty stitches. His brain had swelled slightly initially, but thankfully had went down and they didn’t have to do any kind of surgery for that. They did have to do surgery to repair his punctured lung and his ruptured spleen. 
 
   He had a broken nose, four broken ribs, a broken leg (clean break, thank God), a cut above his eyebrow that needed ten stitches, and a slew of other cuts, scratches, and bruises. The cuts and bruises had mostly healed in the month since the accident. His leg was healing nicely, as were his ribs, and they’d managed to set his nose so perfectly, you could barely tell it had been broken. 
 
   But he still wouldn’t breathe on his own. Or wake up. His scans weren’t showing any major sign of brain damage, but the doctors weren’t optimistic about it. They did say his brain activity was slower and not showing signs of improvement. They had indicated that the longer he stayed out, the more chance he stood of either not waking up, or, in the event he would, he would need to relearn simple things that we all take for granted. 
 
   There were whispers around me…those three dreaded words. Pull. The. Plug. They were talking about turning off the machines. Of him dying. So, here I sat, stoically watching the love of my life lying lifelessly in the hospital bed a foot away from me.
 
   I tossed my iPod onto the bed beside his leg, giving up on listening to music. Kelly had irritated me enough that I didn’t want to bother trying to find something else, something more soothing. 
 
   I reached out and took Jackson’s hand in mine, and I sat there, stroking it gently with my fingers and urging him silently, like I did every minute of every day, to wake up. 
 
   I heard a noise and glanced up at the door to see Brandon standing there, watching me with an unreadable look. I held his gaze, unblinking, silently speaking with our eyes that nothing had changed, but there was an undertone to that look that I just didn’t want to analyze right now. 
 
   Movement at his side suddenly caught my eye and I broke our stare to see Chloe standing there. She peered in at her brother, and I smiled sadly at her, shaking my head. Her eyes filled with tears and Brandon wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her into his side. 
 
   I was grateful at that moment that he was there, being strong for her. Honestly, I couldn’t do it. I was being selfish in my grief, and she deserved better than that. Especially with everything the poor thing had been through. First being beaten by her ex, now this…
 
   Chloe leaned into Brandon and they stood there, just watching over Jackson as I sat by his side, each of us lost in our own thoughts. 
 
   After a few minutes, Chloe broke away from Brandon, made her way over to me, knelt beside my chair, and laid her hand on my shoulder. 
 
   Softly she said, “Allie, why don’t you go get some rest for a little bit? Let Brandon take you home and take care of YOU for a bit. I’ll sit right here, I promise, and I will call you if there’s any change, whatsoever.”
 
   Before she’d even gotten the words out all the way, I’d begun shaking my head. It was a force of habit by now; I didn’t want to leave him, and I wasn’t going to. 
 
   Chloe sighed, and then her next words made my jaw drop, literally. All trace of softness was gone from her voice when she said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, Allie, but GO HOME. I want to sit with my brother for a while, and I want to do it ALONE.”
 
   I closed my mouth with a snap and stood, drawing myself up indignantly. I could feel my eyes burning with tears and my anger was rising, seeping up from a simmer but I didn’t stick around for it to reach full-on boil. With a hard look at her, I stomped from the room, pushing past Brandon who just sighed and followed quietly. 
 
   I jabbed my finger into the elevator button repeatedly, shooting murderous glances over my shoulder towards Jackson’s room. 
 
   “That’s not going to make it come any faster, baby,” Brandon said behind me. 
 
   I whirled on him. “I know it isn’t…thank you for pointing that out. You know, you don’t need to come with me. I’m just fine on my own-”
 
   “Stop it, Allie. Just stop!” His words were sharp, even though they were delivered quietly. 
 
   But they had the intended effect. They shut me up rather quickly, more from shock than from anything else, I think. Brandon had never talked to me like that before. I stared at him, waiting for him to say something more, but the elevator dinged and the doors opened, revealing Emma and Sarah, Jackson’s mom. 
 
   “Oh, Allie!” Emma gasped. “Honey, are you finally going to go get some rest? Thank God!” 
 
   I opened my mouth and shut it again quickly, casting a sidelong glance at Sarah who looked just as relieved as Emma. And then I could do nothing more than nod, because I could see the worry etched across both of their faces. Worry for me…and I hated myself for it. What right did I have to make them worry when their son and friend was lying in a hospital bed down the hall? None, that’s for damn sure. 
 
   I pasted a smile on my face and hugged them both. “Yeah, I’m pretty beat, so I’m gonna go home, get some food, and lay down for a while. I’ll come back later tonight, okay?”
 
   Emma shook her head no and Sarah agreed. “No, honey, you need to stay home and get some rest. It’s important that you take care of you for a while. I’ll stay tonight and I promise, we’ll call you if there’s any change, any change at all. Even if he just farts, I will call you, I swear!” 
 
   I smiled at her, as she intended. “Okay, Sarah. And…thank you. You know, for everything.” I waved my head in the air vaguely. 
 
   She nodded, stepped forward, and hugged me tight. Before she let me go, she whispered in my ear, “I’m glad I finally got to meet you, regardless. He loves you so much and so does Chloe. I love you, too, you know. How could I not?”
 
   I squeezed her a little tighter for a second, humbled by her words. I sighed and let her go, pulling away and turning towards Brandon. “Ready?”
 
   He nodded and I hit the button on the elevator that had come and gone a couple times while we were standing there talking. Emma patted me on my back and smiled at me, and I knew that I had lifted a weight off their shoulders. 
 
   We left the hospital and I realized that it had gotten dark. I didn’t even know what time it was, but I should have realized it was late enough that Brandon was done working since he came up there. Which meant Luke should be showing up there soon enough, too. 
 
   When we got into Brandon’s SUV and headed home, I watched his profile in the street lights. His handsome face looked tired and it hit me even harder that I had honestly made things worse on everyone by being a selfish little bitch. Oh, GOD I was an asshole! 
 
   I closed my eyes and laid my head back, swallowing audibly. How could I fix this?
 
   A few hours later, laying in the darkness wrapped up in Brandon’s arms, I felt my tears well up again. But this time, they weren’t only for Jackson. 
 
   “I…I’m so sorry for being so closed off, Brandon. I really feel like a Grade A Bitch, pushing everyone away-”
 
   “It’s okay, baby. Don’t worry about it. We understand-all of us.” He squeezed me a little tighter before saying, “Just get some sleep and I’ll take you back up there before I go to work in the morning, okay?”
 
   I nodded against his chest and snuggled into him, and it hit me just how much I’d missed the feel of him beside me at night. “Love you, Brandon…” I murmured tiredly as exhaustion hit me like a ton of bricks, and then slipped into a deep, dreamless sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   It’d been two days since I’d gone home and slept for the first time since Jackson’s accident. Two days that had gone by with no change. Chloe had apologized to me when I’d walked into the room the next morning. She’d been frantic with worry that she’d pissed me off beyond forgiveness for talking to me like that, but she’d explained she just wanted me to get at least one good night’s sleep. I forgave her for it…I understood her motive and, now that I look back on it, I was pretty impressed that she was that forceful. 
 
   I was alone with Jackson…it wasn’t that I hadn’t been alone with him before, but this time…I was feeling a little frantic. They’d been talking again. Talking about things that I didn’t want to talk about, because that could not happen. COULD NOT! 
 
   I’d been talking to him every day but today, now, I felt like I was racing against time and there was so much I needed to tell him. It poured out of me and I couldn’t have stopped it if I wanted to. 
 
   “Jackson, you’ve been gone for way too long. I need you…I need you to open your eyes and come back to me, to us. WE need you…all of us.” I cleared my throat. 
 
   “Especially me. I love you, Jackson. I love you with every breath in my body, and I need you to hear this. I need to hear how much you mean to me…because you are everything. Everything! But it’s not even all about me. Your mom is here, Jacks, and she misses you like crazy. I met her finally, and I love her to pieces. She’s great, but she’d have to be because of how great YOU are. But you would get that from her, but…”
 
   I shook my head, disgusted with my own ramblings when there was so much else left to say. “Anyway, I just needed you to hear how much I love you. You’ve shown me how much you love me, and I can’t thank you enough for that. And if that’s what I have to live on for the rest of my life- the memories of your love- then I’ll live the rest of my life knowing what it was to be truly loved, and I’ll be thankful for that.”
 
   My voice cracked as emotion clogged my throat. Tears filled my eyes and began streaming down my cheeks as I continued pouring my heart out to the silent form lying so still in front of me. “Oh God, Jacks…I just…I can’t do this without you. You need to wake up! WAKE UP!” I sobbed, my words echoing in the room.
 
   “I- there’s more- and-” I started, haltingly. And then I said the words that I’d been keeping bottled up inside. The words that I had wanted to say while looking into those deep brown eyes that I love so much, while that dimple that makes me weak in the knees flashed with that smile I’d give anything to see again. “I’m pregnant, Jackson.”
 
   A choked gasp came from the doorway and I jerked my gaze up to see Brandon standing there, a shocked but rueful expression on his face.
 
   I stood quickly, reaching out for him, stumbling over the words to make him understand why I hadn’t told him, especially given the fact that we were together… “Brandon, I’m so so sorry…I wanted to tell you but I just couldn’t bring myself to say anything with things so up in the air about Jacks-” 
 
   He cut me off, as he’s been doing quite a bit lately. “Allie, it’s okay. You don’t have to explain. I understand.” He ran his hand over his hair agitatedly, blowing out a breath. “You know that no matter what happens, I’ll be here for you, right? For you and the baby?”
 
   “Yes, but Brandon, it’s-”
 
   “I know it’s his,” he cut in again. 
 
   “How did you…what?” I stuttered then flushed as I realized that he knew exactly the same way I did. 
 
   “Force of habit, baby. I always wore a condom, he didn’t.” He froze and then backpedaled, not wanting me to get the wrong impression. “It’s not that I never wanted to go without, or that he always did go without, I know that he didn’t. But with me, it’s just, like I said, a force of habit. I’ve never gone without one with anyone…not under any circumstances. Well, with you there was a couple times that I…you know.”
 
   I nodded…yeah, I knew. But it was never in a place that he’d get me pregnant. I sat down in the chair beside Jackson’s bed again.
 
   Brandon crossed the room and knelt beside me, grabbing my chin and forcing me to meet his gaze. “Things are going to be okay. I swear it. Regardless of what happens.” He leaned forward and kissed me on my forehead before gathering me in his arms, holding tight when the dam burst again. 
 
   I cried for what seemed like an eternity, soaking his shirt with my tears until I couldn’t cry anymore, only small, hiccupping sobs remaining. I finally pulled away from him, murmuring an apology when he got to his feet slowly, his poor knees obviously killing him from kneeling on the linoleum floor like that for so long. 
 
   A nurse bustled in and shot me a look of sympathy as she took in my tear-stained face and obviously bedraggled appearance. “Need anything, honey?” she asked me as she passed, moving to check the machines beeping around the bed and the man lying in it. 
 
   “No, thank you. I’m good,” I said. 
 
   She finished her check-up and patted first me, then Brandon, on the arm as she passed by. “I’ll be back in a while to check on him again. If you need anything, you know where to find me.” With a kind smile, she walked out the door, leaving us alone again. 
 
   I sighed and glanced up at Brandon again. “Want to sit with me for a while?” I asked him. 
 
   He smiled and nodded before grabbing the other chair in the room and pulling it over beside me. He sat and reached out to pat Jackson’s good leg. “Hey, man,” he said to him. Then he looked at me as he said, “You know, you’re a lucky bastard, Jackson. And by lucky I mean that you have gorgeous woman sitting here bawling her eyes out over you because she loves you so much and because you knocked her up.” 
 
   He winked at me and continued, this time looking at Jackson as he spoke. “But you gotta wake up, man. You kid is gonna need someone to teach him all that fancy house building shit you do so he can build a killer tattoo shop to work in on the side.”
 
   I giggled at that, reaching out to take Brandon’s hand in one of mine and Jackson’s with the other. 
 
   “But no, really, man. We miss you. So come home, buddy.” The last words sounded choked and he cleared his throat. 
 
   He glanced back at me and I gave him a watery smile. “Allie,” he said tentatively, “Are you happy? About the baby, I mean?”
 
   I blew out a breath and nodded, placing my other hand protectively over my belly. “I really am, Brandon. I was shocked at first, but…I’m going to be a mom. And I’m going to love him or her with all my heart. WE will.”
 
   He nodded, clasping my hand a little tighter. We didn’t say much after that, just sat in silence with his hand resting on Jackson’s leg while I held their hands in each of mine, lost in our own thoughts. 
 
   And then I felt it. A tiny little flutter against my hand. 
 
   I sat up, jerking my hand out of Brandon’s and clasping both of them around Jackson’s good one. I held my breath, willing it to happen again. Brandon started to ask me what was wrong but stopped when I shook my head rapidly not to speak. 
 
   There! Again! I grinned, the waterworks starting again as I turned to Brandon excitedly saying, “He moved! His hand-it MOVED!”
 
   Brandon jumped up and raced from the room as I pleaded with Jackson to move his fingers again, to wake up, open his eyes, anything! In a second he was back, nurse in tow. She moved around the bed quickly, checking his monitors, his vitals, and then gently opening each of his eyelids to shine a light into his eyes to check reaction. 
 
   There was no real reaction from Jackson until she shined the light into his second eye and he gave the slightest flinch. She looked over at me and then Brandon, grinning as she said, “I’ll call the doctor.” She rushed out of the room again and I laughed as Brandon came over to me, grabbed me up and kissed me quickly, grinning at me like a kid on Christmas day. 
 
   “I’m gonna go call his mom and everyone,” he said. 
 
   I turned back to look at Jackson and gasped, tears pouring freely down my face as I looked into deep brown eyes…eyes that were open and looking at me. 
 
   “Ohmigod, ohmigod, OHMIGOD! Thank fuck! Oh, Jesus, you’re awake! JACKSON!” I cried, squeezing his hand in mine and leaning down to kiss his fingers. I could feel my hands shaking around his…hell, my whole body was shaking. I let go with one of my hands and reached for the call button, frantically telling the nurse who answered, “He’s awake! His eyes are open!”
 
   I heard footsteps running in the hallway outside the room and all of sudden there was frantic movement everywhere as people flooded in. Nurses and doctors surrounded the bed and I was pushed back a little, my grip on Jackson’s hand coming loose. I stepped back, not really wanting to lose that connection with him, but knowing that I was in the way, and watched as they asked questions, poked, prodded, and wrote notes. 
 
   Brandon skidded back into the room and came to me saying, breathlessly, “They’re all on the way. I called your parents and they’re coming, too.” 
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered, leaning against him as we watched, waiting to hear some kind of information out of the cluster of white coats and scrubs. Bits and pieces of conversation floated by us; ‘pupil reaction good…eyes clear…lungs sound good…let’s try taking him off the vent…good…good…’
 
   Finally, one of the doctors stepped back to talk to us. Before he could say anything, though, Sarah and Chloe came rushing through the door, Emma, Luke, and my parents hot on their heels. Damn, they’d gotten here fast!
 
   “Okay, folks. I’m Dr. Michaels. I’ve examined Mr. Matthews and have some good news. Yes, he did, in fact, wake up from his coma and I’m confident we’re on the road to recovery. So far his lungs sound good and we’re taking him off the ventilator; the puncture has healed very nicely with no complications as far as I can tell. We’ll do some scans to be sure, though. We’re going to keep a close eye on him to see if there are any lasting effects from the head trauma; we’ve been rather worried about the slowing of his brain activity, but only time and testing will tell what we’re dealing with.”
 
   He glanced around at everyone and said, “Since he’s just waking up, we’ll let you all see him briefly, two at a time, and then we’ll be taking him to get started on running the tests and scans. Try not to excite him or we’ll have to kick you all out. Okay?”
 
   We all nodded and Sarah asked a few questions of the doctor as I sidled away from the group, moving closer to the bed. I could see Jackson’s eyes searching the room and they widened when they landed on my face. One of the nurses followed his eyes and motioned me over. I went, taking his hand in mine once more, and smiling like crazy when he gave it a small squeeze. 
 
   And just like that, my world began to right itself…
 
   The last few days had been crazy since Jackson woke up and he was definitely on the mend. They’d moved him out of ICU last night, and so far everything was checking out great; no lasting brain damage or anything, the cast on his leg was getting ready to come off.  He wasn’t one hundred percent, but he was alive and that’s more than I could ask for.
 
   He was getting restless, but then again, who wouldn’t? He’d already been told that he’d need to do some therapy just to get back up to speed from being out for so long, but he didn’t bat an eye at it; he’d only asked when he could start. I hadn’t told him the news yet about the baby…but I think it might be about time. Brandon and I had been sitting there talking to him for a while, Emma and Luke had just left, and Sarah and Chloe were on their way. I hadn’t told anyone else just yet; I wanted to tell Jackson first. I took a deep breath and grabbed for Brandon’s hand. He held it, bringing it up to his lips for a kiss, and then nodded at me to go ahead. 
 
   “So…” I began, not really sure how to approach the subject. 
 
   “That sounds serious,” Jackson quipped, a smile quirking the corner of his full, kissable lips. 
 
   “Well, it is…sort of.” I sighed and decided to just blurt it out. “I’m pregnant.”
 
   Jackson shifted in his bed, straightening up a bit, and then fiddling with the blanket. “That’s…wow. Are you…is it a good thing? I mean, how do we…?”
 
   Brandon took pity on him and clapped him on his shoulder. “Dude…it’s a good thing. She’s happy, we’re happy, you’re gonna be a dad, man!”
 
   Jackson caught my eyes, his brows raising in question. I nodded and he grinned, then hooted loudly and reached for me, capturing my face between his palms when I moved toward him, kissing me gently. When he finally let me go, I turned to Brandon and my smile slipped when I saw the sadness in his eyes. It was gone so fast that I wondered if I was mistaken, but my gut said I wasn’t. 
 
   Jackson’s voice broke into my thoughts. “How far along are you?” he asked excitedly. 
 
   I smiled at him and answered, “About a month and a half, two months? I found out the day…” My smile fell and my words trailed off. The day of the accident was the day I’d found out at the doctor’s office Emma had dragged me to. 
 
   His smile faded and a look of concern replaced it. “Allie, baby, I’m so sorry!” he said quietly.
 
   I gasped and smacked his arm lightly. “No! You don’t apologize! It wasn’t your fault and you know it!”
 
   He nodded, but I could still see the regret and sadness swimming in his gaze. I clapped my hands together and smiled, trying to lighten the mood. “Well, isn’t it about time for your sponge bath?”
 
   Brandon laughed as Jackson’s face brightened and a grin split his face. He threw up his hands and said, “I’m outta here! Gonna go get some food, you want anything?” He patted Jackson’s shoulder, kissed me briefly, and left the room without waiting for an answer. 
 
   I watched him go, still smiling until Jackson cleared his throat and said, “Ahem. I’m waiting…get your sponge, woman!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   “Daisy, Jr.”
 
   I groaned. “No, Mom, I am not naming my child Daisy, Jr.” 
 
   “Okay, then how about Georgina after your father?”
 
   “Don’t you have somewhere to be? And what if it’s a boy?” I asked her, shaking my head in exasperation. This wasn’t what I had pictured when I asked her if she wanted to go to my first doctor appointment with me. Jackson had wanted to go but, for obvious reasons, couldn’t. He would still be in the hospital for at least another few days, barring any complications. 
 
   My mom clucked her tongue at me and swatted my arm. “You wanted me to come and you know it!”
 
   “Ughhhh…” I moaned, hiding my head in my hands. “Where’s Emma? She was supposed to be here by now…”
 
   See? I’m no dummy. I figured my mom would end up driving me nuts, so I asked Emma to come, too. She was running late, but I knew she’d get here…she had to!
 
   Finally, I heard the door to the office open and Emma came striding in, sitting beside me in the waiting room.  “Hey! I’m so excited! Do we get to see the little peanut today?”
 
   I laughed at her description of the baby and shrugged. “I don’t know, guess we’ll find out.”
 
   “So, Emma dear, how’s married life?” my mom asked her.
 
   Emma grinned and sighed, her eyes going all dreamy. “It’s great. It’s the same as it’s been since we started living together, but I get to call him husband now!” She giggled and I rolled my eyes. 
 
   A little while later, I was holding a picture of my baby. It literally looked like a little peanut sitting in my uterus, so I guess Emma had been right with her nickname. But the doctor and the tech told me everything checked out fine, that I was progressing nicely, and I was about ten weeks along, which is a little further than I thought. So, in about six and a half months, I’d be holding a squirming little bundle of joy.
 
   Whoa. Six months. That’s not a lot of time…God, I have a lot to do!
 
   After running some errands to pick up some stuff Jackson had asked for, I headed back to the hospital, pictures in hand to show him. When I got in the room, Brandon was standing beside his bed and they both had serious expressions on their faces. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked, picking up on the tension in the room. 
 
   Brandon turned his head away but Jacks gave me a smile and said, “Well? What did the doctor say?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, brushing his question away. “Now tell me what’s going on with you two. What were you talking about when I came in?”
 
   Brandon ran a shaking hand over his head roughly and blew out a long breath. “Allie, you know I love you, right?”
 
   I nodded, but I could feel my stomach drop to my toes…and it had nothing to do with the baby. 
 
   He walked over to me, cupping my face in his hands. I felt tears threaten at the soft, sad look in his eyes. I shook my head no, because I knew something was coming that I wasn’t going to like. 
 
   “Baby, I love you…I do. And I know you love me. But…what you and Jacks have is something special. You love each other so much more than you and I love each other. No,” he cut me off when I tried to speak. “I’m not saying you don’t love me, and I’m definitely not saying I don’t love you. But the love we feel for each other isn’t even close to what you and Jackson share. If you’re really true to yourself, and to me, Allie, you’ll agree with me. You know it’s true. And now you’re having a kid together…and…I think it’s best if I bow out.”
 
   “No,” I choked out, the tears falling faster now, dripping down my cheeks. “Why? Why would you do this now?”
 
   He kissed my lips sweetly, the briefest of touches, and then sighed, pressing his forehead against mine and staring into my eyes. “This is for the best, Allie. I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, and trust me…it hurts me. God, does it hurt. And don’t think that Jacks didn’t try to talk me out of this, too, because he did. That’s why we were arguing when you came in.”
 
   I could do nothing but shake my head. I squeezed my eyes shut and wanted to plug my ears. I didn’t want to hear this…this couldn’t be happening.  “I’m so sorry I pushed you away when Jackson was hurt…I apologized for that, Brandon! Please, don’t do this!”
 
   “Shhh…Allie…calm down, baby. I’ve already made up my mind,” he said gently. “Trust me, I think this is best for us all. But I’ll still be here for you and for the little one here.” He pulled one hand away from my cheek and laid it against my belly.  “And for Jacks. Always.”
 
   He took a deep breath, kissed my forehead, and pulled away. “There’s a big tattoo convention out in L.A. that Luke and I have been toying with the idea of attending. I told him today that I wanted to go. I’ll be gone for two weeks or so because Chloe is going with me and we’re going to get her stuff packed up and brought back. I already hired a moving company for you two; they’re coming this weekend to move Allie’s stuff into the new house. I left you a present in one of the rooms, too.” 
 
   He turned to Jackson. “Take care of our girl.”
 
   Jackson nodded, but his eyes were sparkling with emotion. “Take care of my sister…and you always have a home with us, Brandon. No matter what.”
 
   Brandon inclined his head, but we all knew that it would never happen. Not now that Brandon was walking away. 
 
   “This isn’t goodbye. Not by a long shot. Let’s just say we’re closing a chapter of our lives and moving on to the next. Okay?” he asked. “Take care, baby.” He reached his hand out to run it down my arm, and the minute his hand fell away from mine, I felt him distancing himself- physically and emotionally. Without another word, he turned and left. 
 
   The door closed softly behind him and the finality of that movement pierced my heart. I watched Jackson’s face, his emotions playing across his face; regret, sympathy, sadness…and love. I wiped my tears and climbed carefully into the bed beside him, sinking into his embrace with a small sob. 
 
   He held me quietly, soothing me with his presence. After a minute, I reached out for my purse and pulled out the strip of photos the ultrasound tech had printed for me. I handed them over to him and watched his smile grow until he was beaming with pride. 
 
   “This is our baby?” he asked reverently. 
 
   I nodded, smiling back at him. “Yep. That’s our little peanut. And he or she will be here in about six and a half months.”
 
   “Six months?” he asked, his eyes widening.
 
   I nodded again and he laughed in joy. “That’s great! God, Allie, I love you!”
 
   “I love you, too, Jackson. I really do…” 
 
   My words got cut off by his lips, kissing me deeply and thoroughly until I was breathless. We broke apart only when we heard an ‘oops!’, my face flushing in embarrassment. The nurse that had popped in flushed, too, and laughed nervously until Jackson told her it was fine. 
 
   She made quick work of her rounds, excusing herself with a wry smile, and we were alone again. The silence grew and I could feel the melancholy settle over me again. Determined not to let anything bring Jackson down, I pushed it deep and forced myself to smile, saying lightly, “Well, I guess I’m moving in with you!”
 
   Jackson smiled at me, but it was an uncertain smile. I did my best to let him know that I was good with moving in there. After all, it was what we had discussed to begin with, along with Chloe taking my house. The only difference was that Brandon would have been moving into Jackson’s house with us and now…I guess he’d be going back home with Luke and Emma. 
 
   Jackson and I made small talk for the rest of the evening and then I curled up with him in his bed and we fell asleep, only to be woken up early in the morning by Chloe peeking into the room. I sat up, stretching and waving her in. 
 
   She tiptoed in like she wasn’t certain of her welcome, but she’d done nothing wrong. No one had really done anything wrong, unless you count breaking up with someone out of the blue for no real reason as something wrong. Which I might…just a little. 
 
   “Good morning,” I yawned. 
 
   “Morning,” she whispered. 
 
   “Chloe, you don’t have to whisper- I’m awake,” Jackson said, smiling and winking at his sister.
 
   She sat down beside the bed and didn’t wait for any opening. She just blurted out, “I’m so sorry, Allie. I didn’t know that Brandon was going to break things off with you and then just tell you he was taking me to L.A. to get my stuff. I didn’t mean anything by it when I asked him if he wanted to go with me, and it’s not like he’s actually taking me, but he said that he was going to go to the tattoo convention out there and I need to get my stuff, and there’s really no way in hell that I want to go by myself because I’m so worried that-”
 
   “Jesus, Chloe! Breathe!” I interjected, trying to get her to slow down.
 
   I could see the panic in her eyes and I reached out and grabbed her hand, jerking it a little until she met my eyes. Slowly, so she for sure got what I was saying, I told her, “It is not your fault. Brandon made his choice and we’re going to respect that. It hurts; Goddamnit it hurts a lot because he did this without even really talking to me about it, but it is what it is and I’m not going dwell on it. Right now I have your brother to worry about so we can get him out of this fucking hospital and back home where he belongs. And I have your little niece or nephew to worry about. Okay?”
 
   She nodded, I think a little taken aback by my little tirade, but then she smiled. “Did you have an ultrasound? Did you get to see the baby?”
 
   I laughed and got up off the bed to grab the pictures from my purse. I handed them to her and laughed even harder when she squealed with excitement, bouncing up and down as she looked at them. 
 
   “Mom’s going to be so excited to see these!” she said. “Have you thought about names? When will you find out what you’re having? Do you even want to know?”
 
   Jackson chuckled and took over answering the barrage of questions she was throwing out. “No, we haven’t really had a chance to talk much about the baby beyond the fact that we are both very happy about it. I don’t know what the timeline is for finding out the sex of a baby, but I assure you that I want to know!”
 
   “Hey!” I cried. “I want to know, too! You don’t get to be the only one to know, buster…” I mock-growled.
 
   We had a nice visit with Chloe, but after a while she said she needed to get going. Before she left, Jackson asked if he could talk with her for a bit. I nodded and kissed him, letting him know that I was going to run home and get a shower and make sure things were going to be ready for the movers. Since Brandon was nice enough to do that for us, I wasn’t going to turn it down. I hated moving!
 
   Once I checked on everything at home, making a list of things I’d need to do before the movers came, I headed over to Jackson’s house to see what Brandon had left there. I walked into the empty house, moving from room to room and taking in the finished product of what Jackson had worked so hard on. With the accident and spending all my time at the hospital, I hadn’t thought much about what was happening at the house. The foreman had finished everything to Jackson’s specifications and it was gorgeous. Even empty, the house had a warm, inviting feel to it, and it felt like home. 
 
   I found Brandon’s present in the bedroom beside the master bedroom. Sitting in the middle of the room, there was a beautiful espresso-colored wooden baby crib with matching changing table and dresser. I ran my hand over the smooth railing, smiling as I imagined the nursery all put together and ready for my baby…and then I sank to my knees on the plush carpet and, finally, where no one could see me, I dropped my head in my hands and sobbed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   Emma walked beside me, laughing as she took in the huge grin plastered across my face. 
 
   “What?” I asked her, giggling at her amused expression. 
 
   “You…I swear you have sunshine rays and rainbows shooting out your ass right now!” Emma said.
 
   “I’m happy! Is that a bad thing? Jackson gets to come home tonight!” I squealed like a school girl, bouncing all around as we got into Emma’s car. 
 
   She’d come by the new house and picked me up to go to the hospital. Luke, Sarah, and Chloe were all meeting us there, but I wanted to get a few things done so the house would look perfect when we got home. The move had gone off without a hitch, made better by the fact that I really didn’t have to lift a finger. Emma, Chloe, Sarah, Leah, Jenna, Jan, and my mom had all come over and help me get things unpacked and situated as best as we could. I couldn’t really lift anything too heavy, just because I didn’t want to risk anything with the baby, but between the girls and then, surprisingly, the guys including Brandon, it got done a hell of a lot faster than it would have otherwise.
 
   But now that the house was pretty much done and Jackson was coming home, it gave me the perfect excuse to throw up a few decorations for a small welcome home party. And yes, Brandon was coming to that, too. We talked a little bit…I missed him. I really did. It was hard not to run into his arms and kiss him when I saw him, and I know he struggled with it a little bit, but I wasn’t going to push it. Hopefully things will get easier because, like he’d said, we were going to be in each other’s life for a very long time. 
 
   Emma plugged her phone in to the car and turned on her music. I laughed at her when Billy Idol’s White Wedding began playing. “Old school, much? We can listen to this any time, but I have a new song for you. Check this one out!” I unplugged her phone and switched it out with mine, turning on the song that I’d stumbled upon by accident the other day. 
 
   “You know how much we love Halestorm…” I told her. She nodded because yes, we definitely sported girly wood for Lzzy Hale, the front woman for Halestorm. She’s badass and she’s hot, and most importantly, she fucking ROCKS!
 
   “Well, this is Adrenalize by In This Moment. They’re like Halestorm on crack and not in a bad way. This bitch is badass and if you think we have girl crushes on Lzzy, just wait til you see Maria Brink in action!” I crowed, clapping my hands together. 
 
   Emma’s brows raised and I knew I’d caught her full attention. She pulled out onto the street as the song began and halfway through she handed me her phone to download it for her. “Love it!” she yelled. 
 
   We rocked out all the way to the hospital but when we pulled in, Emma looked a little bit guilty. She just shook her head when I asked her what was wrong, so I shrugged and brushed it off. 
 
   I practically skipped into the hospital, groaning in frustration when Emma told me to slow down and wait for her. She was walking like an old woman! We got into the hospital (finally) and eventually stepped into the elevator. We heard a shout and had to hold the elevator for a man rushing toward us with a huge bouquet of flowers. 
 
   I sighed as he took his time getting situated behind the flowers and then pushed no less than three buttons as he looked at the card on the flowers again and again, muttering beneath his breath when he hit the wrong ones. I rolled my eyes at Emma who smiled and started tapping her toes to the song playing. I found myself singing along in my head with Bruno Mars’ Marry You. The song lasted through two of the three floors we had to stop at, and a new song had started when we finally got rid of flower guy and were on our way to our floor. 
 
   I glanced at Emma in surprise when the new song turned out to be Marry Me by Jason Derulo. I was a little confused when her eyes looked suspiciously misty, but then she started singing along to the beautiful lyrics. The elevator dinged and the doors opened; I gasped. The music was louder here, and there was a line of nurses stretching down the hallway. 
 
   Each of them held a single flower, alternating between star gazer lilies and red roses, both of my favorite flowers. They were all grinning and holding out the flowers for me to take as Emma, tears now freely flowing, pulled me down the hall toward Jackson’s room. I took the flowers, thanking the women distractedly as we walked until we turned into the doorway of his room. 
 
   The door was open and Emma pushed me through to see Brandon, Luke, Sarah, and Chloe standing in a line, but I didn’t see Jackson anywhere. As the chorus started again, each of them held up a sign with one word on it as it was being sung…
 
   Brandon’s: Will; Luke’s: You; Sarah’s: Marry; and Chloe’s: Me?
 
   OHMIGOD! I clapped a hand over my mouth in shock and my eyes welled with tears.
 
   As soon as Chloe’s sign went up, they parted in the middle and there was Jackson, sitting in a wheelchair and holding up a ring box…
 
   Emma pushed me forward and I spared her a glance, my eyes widening and more tears flowing as I noticed that my parents, my grandparents, and Emma’s whole family were crowding the room behind me. I turned back to Jackson and stepped towards him on unsteady feet. The song finished and silence fell. It was so quiet that it seemed like everyone was holding their breath to hear what would happen next. 
 
   “Allie…” Jackson said. “I love you. We’ve known each other for a relatively short time, and have been together even shorter…but I know you’re it for me. You are The One. We’ve had an unconventional relationship-” he paused when a couple people hooted over that (namely Calland and my Nanny), “but I wouldn’t change a thing. Everything that has happened with the accident and all, well, it made me realize that tomorrow isn’t promised. But if I were to die tomorrow, God forbid, I would go happy knowing that I’ve loved and been loved perfectly. Because that’s what I have with you. A love that’s messy, fun, true, and so imperfect…that it’s perfect. We fit. And you’re having my baby!”
 
   He grinned up at me and I dropped to my knees in front of him, careful of his still casted leg. 
 
   “So, Allison Anne McCormick, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” he asked, the hope and love he felt shining so brightly in his face that it took my breath away. 
 
   I couldn’t help but glance at Brandon before I answered…and I smiled softly at him when he nodded and winked, his face showing just a hint of sadness, but it was overshadowed greatly by the happiness and yes, even love I saw there. 
 
   I turned back to Jackson and gave him the only answer there could ever possibly be. “Yes. YES!” I cried, laughing through my tears as the room erupted with cheers and applause. My hand shook as I held it out for him to slip the ring on my finger, and I gasped as I finally paid attention to what it looked like. It had a good size cushion cut center diamond surrounded by small round diamonds, with two smaller cushion cut diamonds on either side of that, and the whole band was set with a double row of small round diamonds. It was absolutely breathtaking. 
 
   Once the ring was on my finger, Jackson hauled me into his lap, settling me carefully before he kissed me deeply, pulling back only to whisper, “I love you, Allie.”
 
   “I love you, too, Jackson,” I whispered back, claiming his lips with my own.
 
   Later that night, after the welcome home party, Jacks and I were cuddling on my couch now situated in our new living room in front of the stone fireplace and I was holding my finger up, completely infatuated with staring at my ring. 
 
   Jackson chuckled and hugged me close to him, kissing the side of my head. “I’m glad you like it, baby.”
 
   “I do! But how the hell did you pull all that off?” I asked him. 
 
   “Well, I said I wanted to talk to Chloe the other day…” he shrugged. “She helped me set it up. But, ah…Brandon picked out the ring and got it for me.”
 
   My jaw dropped, literally, brows raised until they probably met my hairline (not really, but that’s how surprised I was). “What?” I gasped. 
 
   Jackson nodded. “I called him and talked to him about what I wanted to do. It didn’t feel right, you know, wanting to propose with everything that had just happened, but…I didn’t want to wait anymore. He and I had talked about what would happen in the future with the three of us and I had told him then I wanted to marry you. I…I know that him breaking things off was sudden and out of the blue, but I did talk to him about that, too. That’s what we were arguing about the day it happened. I didn’t want him to do it, because I know you love him. And I know it wasn’t easy to move so fast with all this, especially with him standing there but not being a part of it. I’m so sorry for that, baby.”
 
   He sighed, and his tone was resigned when he continued. “He wasn’t going to change his mind, but he wanted to be there for when I asked you. He said he’d need to be there to show you that it was okay.”
 
   “He was right. I don’t think I would have been able to do that without him there. It’s so weird, isn’t it? That he’s not here with us? I mean, we didn’t all spend all of our time together all the time anyway, but…it was just us. We were happy, right?” I asked cautiously. 
 
   I had been happy…was happy. Am happy. But I still wondered if maybe there was something I had missed that made Brandon walk away from me, something I had done. 
 
   “Yeah, baby, we were happy. He was happy, I promise. But now we’ll just have to concentrate on other things…” He waggled his eyebrows exaggeratedly, which made me laugh. 
 
   “Oh, yeah?” I asked, still laughing. “And just what else are we supposed to be concentrating on?”
 
   He shrugged and replied, “Oh, I don’t know…wedding bells, baby names…and hot monkey sex!”
 
   Did he just? Yup, he did. I lost it, laughing so hard I snorted. “Hot monkey sex?” I cried. “Jesus, Jackson what a way to turn someone on!”
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me and growled before his hands were on my sides, tickling me mercilessly. “Okay! Okay! Ohmigod! Stop!” I barked out between bouts of laughter. I could hardly catch my breath and my stomach hurt from laughing.
 
   I ended up sprawled across his lap, trying to breath normally again as he looked down at me fondly. He softly traced his fingers across my forehead, pushing my hair out of my face as he smiled tenderly at me. And just like that, the mood changed…desire pooled between my thighs, and my body ached for his touch. 
 
   It had been so long since we’d been together like this and I wanted him more than I wanted my next breath. I carefully sat up, maneuvering around until I straddled his thighs, taking care not to put too much weight on the casted leg propped up on the ottoman in front of him. “You sure you’re up to this?” I asked him softly. 
 
   He nodded and I leaned in to trace his bottom lip with my tongue. He moaned as I nipped his lip with my teeth and the sound set me off. The kiss turned wild, tongues, teeth, and lips tangling as we ate at each other’s mouths.  Hands flew in a frenzied rush to remove clothing until I was naked and straddling his lap again, although we compromised on Jackson’s basketball shorts and just shoved them down far enough to let his jutting hardness spring free. 
 
   I wrapped my hand around him, stroking him firmly before teasing him by rubbing the head of him over my slick folds, shivering at the feel of his silken, heated flesh against mine. 
 
   “Inside,” he gasped, the rock hard length of him throbbing in my hand. 
 
   I moved my hand, dragging the tip of him through my wetness and positioning him at my entrance, sinking down slightly. We both groaned as he breached me, and I pushed myself down to take him deep inside my body. When I was fully seated on him, I brought my hands up and braced them on the back of the couch, arching my back and grinding against him. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I gasped, wanting to make sure I wasn’t hurting him. 
 
   He nodded, his hands grasping my waist and grinding me even harder against him. When I let out a guttural cry, his fingers tightened, gripping my hips almost painfully as he began to move me up and down on his shaft. I let him move me for a minute before I took over, rolling my hips as I moved up and slamming myself back down, loving the gratifying sound of flesh slapping flesh, the feel of the heavy sac hanging between his thighs smacking against my ass. 
 
   I felt that familiar wave building, taking me higher and higher as I moved faster and faster over him; I knew this time wouldn’t last very long for either of us because we were wound so tightly with desire, and two thrusts later, Jackson was spilling himself inside me, triggering my own toe-curling orgasm. 
 
   I collapsed forward, leaning heavily into his chest and burying my face in the crook of his neck as I tried to catch my breath. He peppered the side of my neck and the curve of my shoulder with kisses and small love bites as his hands smoothed down the bare expanse of my back. 
 
   “Fuck, I missed that!” Jackson growled.
 
   “Hey!” I cried, sitting back to look him in the eye. “Is that all you missed?”
 
   He leaned in and kissed the tip of my nose. “No, baby. I missed all of you, but I especially missed the feel of your tight, hot, wet little-”
 
   “Jackson!” I interrupted him, laughing at his words even as my face turned red. 
 
   He chuckled and kissed me again before asking me if I was okay, making sure I wasn’t uncomfortable or that we didn’t anything to hurt the baby. I assured him that we didn’t (trust me, I asked the doctor about sex during pregnancy) which made him kiss me again and before long, we’d started all over. 
 
   I wasn’t complaining about it…but poor Jackson’s leg was throbbing when we were done, so I felt bad. But not bad enough that I let him sleep when I woke up in the middle of the night wanting him again…
 
   The next morning, I was crying again. Of course, I seemed to be doing a lot of that lately, but this time I had a reason. 
 
   I’d been in the kitchen making breakfast when the doorbell rang. I answered it, surprised to see a woman standing there with a bouquet of lilies and roses, a long envelope in her hand. 
 
   “Allie?” she’d asked. 
 
   I had nodded and she had smiled, handed me the flowers and the envelope, and turned to leave. I had thanked her and made my way back into the kitchen so I could see what was in the envelope. 
 
   And what was in the envelope is what made me cry. It turned out to be a letter from Brandon, telling me he was leaving, among other things. This is what it said:
 
   Dear Allie,
 
   I know I told you goodbye yesterday at the welcome home party for Jackson, but I just couldn’t leave things like that. I need you to know that I’m completely good with you and Jacks getting married. He asked me about doing that whole thing at the hospital and I told him to go for it. I’m even going to be his best man, unless Luke throws a fit cause he’s supposed to be his best friend…But anyway, I’m sure he’s told you by now, because he really can’t keep anything from you (not that it’s a bad thing) but I even went out and picked out your engagement ring. So, in a way, it was from both of us, even though it is definitely an indicator that you will be marrying Jacks and more of a ‘one last thing’ from me. I shouldn’t have even said it like that because I don’t want you to think that I’m going away to lick my wounds and this isn’t what I really want. It is. I know I sprung it on you out of nowhere, but I knew it was time that I made the break. If not, it would have been that much harder than it already was. My timing was shitty; I know that. I also know that, knowing you, you think that you pushed me away, especially by staying at Jackson’s side every night. You didn’t push me away, Allie. I do think that the time we spent apart when you stayed at the hospital and I was working and then went home without you did give me time to think. That’s when I realized that the love you and Jackson shared, like I said that night at the hospital, is something special. I do love you, Allie, but my love for you pales in comparison to the love that Jackson has for you, and you for him. I don’t say that to hurt your feelings or to sound like I’m whining because I’m not. But I know that, in time, I probably would have ended up resenting the relationship you have together. I know we said in the beginning that we were good with the whole sharing thing, but…I watched you two together and I know now that I want that for myself and I don’t want to be a third thrown in. I hope you understand what I’m saying, and I really hope I’m not making a mess of this. Regardless, by the time you read this, I’ll already be gone. I’ll be back in a couple of weeks but I didn’t want to leave this until then. I’ll see you when I get back, but until then, take care of yourself, Jackson, and the little peanut. He and Uncle Brandon have some future plans to see to. 
 
   Brandon 
 
   The steady thump-step-thump-step coming towards me indicated that Jackson was up and making his way to the living room on his crutches. He came around the corner into the kitchen and stopped dead when he saw me.
 
   “What’s wrong? What happened?” he asked me frantically.
 
   I gave him a shaky smile and shook my head. “Nothing is wrong, I promise. Brandon sent flowers and a letter to me and it just made me cry.”
 
   “You sure?” Jackson asked. 
 
   I nodded again and showed him the letter. Jackson read it and then held his arms open for me; I moved into his embrace and hugged him tight. He pulled away after a second and asked if I was okay. 
 
   “Yeah…I am,” I said. And I was. It still hurt that Brandon broke things off the way he did, and that he just plain broke things off, but I understood. If I was honest with myself, I knew that what I felt for Jackson had overshadowed what I felt for Brandon just a bit…but I also think that Jackson showed his hand emotionally a lot sooner than Brandon did, and maybe that made all the difference. 
 
   Now, we’ll never know because things happened the way they did and, as the old saying goes, everything happens for a reason. So I guess we’ll have to see how it all plays out…
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   “Shut up! Are you serious? You aren’t fucking with me, are you?”
 
   I yelled the words into the phone at Emma, who did nothing but laugh. I could tell she’d been crying, too, and I was initially worried but when she told me what she told me, I quit being worried. Now I was simply in shock. 
 
   “Well, you are my best friend, so I guess we’re destined to go through everything together!” she said, still laughing. 
 
   Emma was pregnant! Holy shit! Both of us, pregnant at the same time…how crazy is that? 
 
   “How far along are you?” I asked her, betting in my head that she’s probably a week or so behind me if not due at the same time. As far as I can tell, I conceived the night of Luke and Emma’s wedding so it stands to reason that maybe she did, too. “And what did Luke say when you told him?”
 
   “I don’t know yet, I’ve only taken a home test. But if I calculated correctly, then I got pregnant either on my wedding night or sometime during the honeymoon. Our kids are going to grow up together, like we did! That’s so fucking cool!” she shouted gleefully. “And Luke was over the moon. He called Brandon immediately and ever since we’ve gotten into the shop this morning, he’s been telling everyone that comes through the door. I swear, you’d think he’d won a Nobel Peace Prize or found a solution to end world hunger rather than just knock me up!”
 
   I laughed. “I can imagine!” The bell dinged over top of my door at my store. “Gotta go, Em. Someone just came in but we seriously have to celebrate! I can’t wait to tell Jackson!” I quickly promised to call her later and hung up, turning to greet my customer. 
 
   I stayed pretty busy for the rest of the day and by closing time, I was exhausted. These damn pregnancy hormones were hitting me hard and I found myself wanting to take naps all the time. I headed home once everything was done and found myself wishing that Chloe was back.
 
   She was a big help in the store and my Nanny was driving my mom nuts again because she’d had a fainting spell and now had a bunch of doctor appointments to go to, so Mom wasn’t able to come in and help. The last time Mom had tried to tell Nanny that she couldn’t go with her and Poppy to the doctor’s office, Nanny had laid a guilt trip on her big time, telling her, ‘Well, okay if you don’t want to help your elderly parent go to the doctor. I guess you don’t owe me anything for carrying you for nine months, birthing you, and then raising your ass for eighteen years…We’ll be fine. I just hope we don’t get lost…’
 
   That conversation had prompted another phone call to me from my mom doing her whole apology bit again. Truthfully, I think she’s just trying to make sure she stays on my good side so I don’t put her and Dad in a home when they’re old. Really.
 
   Mom had opened the store for me the first week Jackson was home just so I didn’t have to leave him alone in case he fell or something. But then that whole thing happened with my Nanny so I had to go in the following week because I didn’t have anyone else. Emma had come over and worked long enough for me to take Jackson to his appointment to have his cast removed, but now I was all by my lonesome again. I guess I just got used to Chloe working with me every day before the accident. 
 
   Chloe was due back in a couple days; she was bringing her car with her this time, so she and Brandon were driving from L.A. They’d left, from what I’d heard, this morning to head back to Ohio, but that trip is going to take them a couple days, because I can’t imagine that they’d try to drive straight through. That would be ridiculous!
 
   The house was dark when I pulled into the driveway, which scared me. I parked my car and rushed in, yelling Jackson’s name. I got no answer and the kitchen was empty. I headed for the living room to check there, planning to go room by room until I found him or figured out what the hell was going on. He wasn’t on the first floor, so I headed up to the master bedroom, hoping and praying that nothing was wrong. I skidded to a stop in our bedroom doorway when I saw dozens of tea light candles flickering throughout the room from every available surface. 
 
   I looked to see Jackson standing on the far side of the glass fireplace looking positively edible in a black fitted button down and sharply creased smoke-grey dress pants. Pushing away from the wall he was leaning on, he sauntered toward me with a sly half-smile creeping across his face. 
 
   With a huff I drew myself up, bracing my hands on my hips. More shrilly than I intended, I asked, “What the hell are you doing? You scared the hell out of me with the lights off and you not answering when I yelled!”
 
   Jacks stopped in front of me, his hand coming up to softly cup my cheek. “Sorry baby,” he murmured, running the pad of his thumb lightly over my bottom lip. 
 
   I nipped at it as he made a second pass and he chuckled quietly, the low, deep sound sending a shiver up my spine. Dropping my hands from my hips and stepping away from him to take in the room, I noticed that not only were there candles everywhere, there were rose petals strewn across the bedspread with a single red rose laying across my pillow, and a trail of rose petals leading to the bathroom. I followed it to see that he’d drawn me a bath, complete with rose petals floating on top of the water, and a bucket of sparkling cider chilling on the counter. 
 
   I looked at him in confusion and he drew me into his arms, capturing my lips in a sweet, altogether too brief kiss before he knelt before me, taking my hand in his. 
 
   “Jacks…” I whispered, but he just shook his head, stopping my words. 
 
   “I didn’t get to do this part. I know the whole candlelight, rose petals thing is pretty clichéd, but I just wanted to do something romantic and special for you. And I wanted to ask you again, this time on bended knee, if you would please do me the honor of becoming my wife. So, Allie…will you marry me? Still?”
 
   I laughed and nodded, charmed and completely falling in love all over again. “Yes!” I said out loud, and then tugged at his hands until he rose and pulled me into his arms again. He kissed me breathless as he stripped me out of my clothes and then pulled me into the bathroom. 
 
   “I wanted to carry you in here, but I’m not allowed to lift heavy objects quite yet,” he said in complete seriousness. 
 
   I gasped, “Jacks!” and laughed as he stumbled over himself trying to apologize. “I know what you mean, silly man. It’s okay…this is perfect.” I smiled up at him and stepped into the tub, sinking down into the blissfully hot, scented water with a sigh. I took a sip from the icy glass of crisp, bubbly cider that he handed me, and then sat up when he knelt beside the tub, still fully dressed with the exception of his dress shirt, which he’d taken off and hung on the back of the door. 
 
   “Aren’t you getting in with me?” I asked. 
 
   “Nope. This is just for you baby…let me pamper you a bit.”
 
   With that he pushed me down gently by my shoulders until I was lounging in the tub once more. With slow, methodical movements, he carefully and tenderly washed and conditioned my hair before moving on to my body. But, instead of washing me, his hands smoothed down my shoulders, massaging all the way to my fingertips before lifting my legs one by one and doing the same to them. I moaned as he continued his ministrations all over my body, caressing me…teasing me mercilessly. 
 
   “Jackson…” I groaned, arching my hips as he studiously ignored those specific parts that were aching the most for his touch. 
 
   He didn’t say a word, just smiled and continued to run his hands over my body, soothing yet building the anticipation, heightening my senses. I was writhing in the water, chasing his hands, trying to make him touch me where I needed it the most but he still refused, driving me crazy with want. 
 
   I finally had enough of his torture and, grabbing my loofah and my favorite body wash, I made short work of cleaning my body and standing, the water sluicing off my body and splashing Jackson. 
 
   “Impatient much?” he said sardonically, standing and brushing the water droplets from his face and arms. He grabbed a large, fluffy towel and wrapped it around me as I stepped out of the tub. I dried myself off as he let the water out of the tub and grabbed the cider, taking it into the bedroom.
 
   I followed him, intending to get him onto the bed and torture him for teasing me like that…but he had other ideas. Before I could move, he jerked the towel away and pulled me against him, cradling my naked softness against the still-clothed hardness of his body. He walked me backward until the backs of my knees hit the edge of the bed and then pushed me gently so that I fell onto the bed, the silky, soft feel of rose petals surrounding me.
 
   He stood by the side of the bed, slowly stripping his clothes off, eyes roaming over every bare inch of my body. Wanting to tease him a little I laid back on the bed, parting my thighs just a bit as I arched my back, thrusting my breasts forward, the heavy weight of them swaying with my movement. I hid a smile as Jackson’s jaw clenched, his breath hissing through his teeth on a sharp inhale. His slow, deliberate moves became hurried until his clothes were strewn across the floor and he was as naked as I was. 
 
   He put one knee up on the bed and I parted my thighs as wide as I could, baring the glistening pink flesh of my sex. His breath came faster and he groaned as I moved my hand down my stomach, the tip of my middle finger nudging the swollen nubbin of my clit, circling it once…twice…three times, before I slid my finger through my wetness and pushed it inside.
 
   “Jesus…” Jackson bit out harshly on a moan. He surged forward onto the bed, moving over me as he grabbed my hand and tugged, removing it from the warmth between my thighs. He brought my fingers to his mouth and slid them between his lips, licking away the liquid proof of my desire. “Mmmm…” he whispered. “I love how you taste, Allie…but we’re doing this my way.”
 
   Without another word he laid beside me, our bodies close but not touching. I whimpered, wanting to feel him, and he shushed me as he reached out for the single rose still lying on my pillow. He brought it up to my nose and I inhaled the heady scent, gasping as he brushed the velvety soft bud over my lips and down my throat. He stroked the flower lightly over my body…my nipples, down my stomach, up my sides, over and over again, goosebumps trailing in the wake of the feathery touch. A shuddering sob escaped my lips as he stroked the delicate petals over the bare flesh of my sex, and that finally broke him. 
 
   He shifted suddenly, tossing the rose away and moving down my body until his mouth was level with my mound, sliding his hands beneath my ass, lifting me up as his mouth came down.
 
   My brain short circuited as he buried his face between my thighs, his tongue lapping at my clit before plunging inside. He fucked me with his tongue, using every part of his mouth in a relentless assault on my most tender flesh that had me bucking and screaming beneath him. He brought me to the brink again and again but refused to let me go over.
 
   I tangled my fingers in his thick hair and held his mouth against me, thrusting against his tongue in a frantic race to finally finish but he fought me, wrenching himself away as I cried out. “Please! PLEASE!” I cried, wanting, no needing him to continue. 
 
   “Up.” 
 
   It was a short, harsh command but his tone brooked no argument. I scrambled to obey, mindless with lust and wanting nothing more than to have his hands and mouth on me again, kneeling on the bed beside him. He moved to lie on his back, his hands beckoning for me to straddle him. I complied, positioning myself over his hips but he shook his head, giving me a devilish grin. He crooked a finger at me and, giving him an answering grin, I moved to straddle his head, instead, and before I even got situated he grasped my hips in an almost punishing grip and pulled me down onto his face, his mouth sealing over my clit and sucking it roughly. 
 
   I tried to brace myself, not wanting to smother him with my lady parts, but he wasn’t having it. He went wild, eating at me with abandon, lips, tongue, and teeth plying my tender flesh with precision, every move designed to make me lose my mind. In the end, I could do nothing but ride his mouth, fucking his tongue as it thrust and parried inside me, dragging over every sensitive nerve ending until I was coming, screaming out my orgasm until I was hoarse, shuddering as he lapped every drop of my release from my folds. 
 
   I collapsed to the side of him, barely wincing at his grunt when my knee connected with the side of his jaw. I mumbled an almost incoherent apology to him and then whimpered when he moved over me, kneeling between my thighs. I peered up at him through bleary eyes that widened as he dragged the head of the searing hot, swollen hardness jutting from his body through my already drenched nether lips, circling my clit before slapping against it gently but rapidly, sending me into overdrive. 
 
   A high-pitched, keening wail ripped from my lips as he slid the length of himself down and pushed inside me, the walls of my sex clenching around him with greediness as he hit my sweet spot hidden there. He pushed in, balls deep, holding himself still for just a second before pulling almost all the way out and sliding back in, moving in and out with smooth, gliding thrusts that steadily built the waves again until he shouted, spurting inside me as I soared into the crescendo, a perfect, shining moment of pure ecstasy that left both of us boneless, breathless, and completely satiated.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   Two Months Later
 
   “NO! Aw, come on man…Grady…No, no, NO!”
 
   I ran toward the kitchen and stopped in the doorway, unable to help the laughter that bubbled up and burst free when I saw my big, strong, hotter than sin fiancé standing by the French doors leading outside to the back deck, scowling at the squirming bundle of damp black fur he was holding in his outstretched arms. 
 
   Grady came to live with us about two weeks ago, and he was growing like a weed already. Now, the funny thing about how we got him…well, let’s just say that Doug got really friendly with the black lab he had been chasing. The black lab, whose name turned out to be Diva- apparently she was one- and her owner, who figured out the baby daddy by following the dog one day when she got out again, showed up on Emma’s front porch with a basket full of wriggling little yellow and black bodies, saying she didn’t want to give all the puppies away without at least offering pick of the litter to Emma and Luke. 
 
   By some lucky strike of fate, I just happened to be at Emma’s house hanging out with her. When Doug, faced with eight, yes EIGHT, little versions of himself and his little doggie lover, sat down on his haunches and howled, two of the pups had immediately sat up and began howling/yipping right along with him. One of them was a little yellow pup who looked like his father. His name is D.J., which stands for Doug, Jr. He’s very happy living in his new home and takes great pride in driving his father nuts. The other one was my little black pup. I couldn’t resist him- he was just like his father…and who doesn’t love Doug?
 
   Jackson turned and I saw the reason for the scowl. A rather large wet spot spread out across his stomach, the saturated material of his shirt sticking to his skin. Jackson glared at me for laughing and, as he stomped by me, deposited the pup in my arms as he went to change. I followed, grabbing the towel hanging on the back of a kitchen chair to dry him with, cradling the solid weight of the dog and cooing to him as he sweetly licked my chin and I dried him off. 
 
   “Awww…poor baby must have had to go so bad…didn’t you take him out?” I asked, knowing I was egging him on but I just couldn’t help it. 
 
   “Woman!” Jackson warned. “Yes I took him out! You think I don’t know how to handle a damned dog? We were coming in and he pissed all down the front of me when I picked him up!” He scowled at the puppy again, muttering, “Little bastard.”
 
   “Hey!” I shouted, shielding the puppy’s ears with my hand as I cradled him to my chest. “He has a mom and a dad! Don’t call him names!” I giggled at Jackson’s exasperated expression and tipped my face up to receive the chaste kiss he planted on my lips. 
 
   He sighed and rubbed the top of Grady’s head good-naturedly. “You about ready?”
 
   I nodded, grabbing my sweater with one hand, still holding the pup with the other. Jackson took him from me and I wrapped my sweater around my ever-expanding waistline, smoothing my hands down the full curve of my belly. It seemed like the moment I hit my second trimester, I just popped, looking like I was smuggling a small basketball under my shirt. I shoved my feet into a pair of boots, shaking my head when Jackson double checked to make sure they didn’t have a heel on them. 
 
   I rolled my eyes and he just shrugged. He was so protective of me and, not that I would have anyway, but he didn’t want me wearing ‘insensible’ (his word, not mine…I swear we’d gone back to the stone ages because of this pregnancy) shoes in the snow. 
 
   Christmas was right around the corner, roughly two weeks away. We were going to Luke and Emma’s house tonight for a Christmas party. We’d had a blast at the Halloween party (not quite as much fun as the last one) and Thanksgiving was a hoot, but we’d decided to combine Christmas and our new tradition of the “Adult Slumber Party.” Of course, this time it wasn’t going to be a drunken one…at least not for me and Emma. 
 
   I took Grady back from Jackson and bundled him up in his little doggy sweater (don’t judge me) and carried him out to Jackson’s new SUV while Jackson followed, his arms overflowing with board games and our overnight bags. He loaded everything into the vehicle and went back inside to get the cake box, one of the most important items of the night. 
 
   When we got to their house, Luke and Brandon came out to help Jackson grab everything while I took Grady inside. We were greeted by a yellow blur that sped past me through the door and out into the snow, where he promptly laid down at the bottom of the stairs. Doug woofed once and I swear he was smiling the most smug smile I’d ever seen. I saw why when D.J. ran out the door and skidded to a stop at the top of the stairs, too afraid to go down them. He sat down and barked, howled, and whined his discontent until Emma came out with a long-suffering sigh and picked him up, kissing his little head.
 
   Shaking our heads at the dogs’ antics, we went inside and put the puppies into a gated off area Emma had set up for them. It was one of those octagonal play yard things that worked perfectly for keeping them out of trouble...most of the time.
 
   The guys came in, followed by Leah and Chloe who had just gotten there. 
 
   I turned to Emma asking, “Well? Did you find out?”
 
   She nodded, her eyes sparkling. I clapped my hands excitedly and she squealed, both of us giddy with anticipation. 
 
   Once everyone had gotten there for the party, including my parents, Emma’s parents, Jenna, Noah and the kids, and Calland and his new…whatever she was…Katie (at least this one had a decent name rather than Buffy), Emma and I stood up by the kitchen counter, waving to get everyone’s attention. 
 
   When it got quiet, Emma said, “Welcome to the second annual Adult Slumber Party, Pregnancy-Friendly Edition!” Everyone laughed and she continued. “Well, first off, we just wanted to have a get together because honestly, I have the best friends and family on the face of the planet and I don’t need any other excuse to have a get together. But, Allie and I had so much fun with the last slumber party that we wanted to do it again and Christmas time just sounded perfect!” 
 
   She paused dramatically and turned it over to me without another word. I nodded at Jackson and Luke who came forward and stood beside us, Jackson holding the cake box we’d brought and Luke holding a big cardboard box. The cake box and the box Luke was holding both had huge question marks decorating them and I could hear Emma’s mom getting extremely excited as she realized what we were about to do. 
 
   “I’m sorry I’ve been so secretive but Emma and I wanted to do this together and surprise all of you. I went to the doctor last week and Emma went yesterday and we found out what we’re having. Neither one of us even knows what the other is having yet…and it’s been driving us crazy!”
 
   Everyone was fidgeting, smiling, and laughing, and there were tears beginning to make appearances, as well. I pointed a finger at Jan and my mom, scolding them jokingly, “No crying allowed!”
 
   We motioned everyone into the kitchen to crowd around the table and I took the cake out of the box, sitting it down in the center of the table. It was decorated with little pink and blue question marks on top of white icing, but the surprise would be revealed as soon as I cut into it. 
 
   Luke sat the box he had in his hands down beside it, but didn’t open it. Instead, he taped a sign to it that read, ‘We’re Having A:’, and stepped back, letting Emma come stand beside me. I was curious to see how they were going to do this because she hadn’t told me anything. She handed me a knife and grabbed the top lid of the box. 
 
   “Wait, wait, wait!” I cried, waving my hands. 
 
   She flinched and cautiously removed the knife I’d forgotten about from my hand, laying it down beside the cake. “What?”
 
   I grabbed her by the shoulders and moved her behind the cake, sliding over to stand behind the box. “I want to be able to be really surprised along with everyone else,” I told her. “So you do mine and I’ll do yours.”
 
   She grinned at me and nodded, picking up the knife she’d just laid down. 
 
   “Okay…one…two…three!”
 
   Emma cut a chunk away from my cake as I ripped the lid off her box and we both squealed with happiness and everyone began shouting and cheering and jumping around as everyone saw that the inside of my cake was blue and the balloons that popped up out of Emma’s box were pink. 
 
   We turned to each other, jumping up and down and hugging, crying all over each other before we were grabbed and passed around to everyone, receiving hugs and kisses and enthusiastic congratulations as our men clapped each other on the back like they’d done something special. Well…I guess they kind of did!
 
   A little while later, after we’d all eaten pizza and cake and Emma’s parents had taken Jenna and Noah’s kids home with them and my parents had taken their leave as well, we were sitting at the table engaged in the most intense game of Monopoly I’d ever been party to in my life. It wasn’t too long before me, Emma, Jenna, Noah, Chloe, Katie, and Jackson were out, leaving Calland, Luke, and Brandon fighting for the win. Leah had already tapped out and left, mysteriously claiming that she had a date. 
 
   “Oh, yeah! Pay up, bitch!” Brandon crowed as Luke landed on Park Place. 
 
   “Dude! Seriously, did you need the third hotel on there?” Luke groused, counting out his money. “I don’t even have enough to pay you!”
 
   Brandon laughed evilly, rubbing his hands together in glee. “Then give me all your property and your money, too!”
 
   “I don’t even have anything left! Asshole, you took it all last turn!” Luke was glaring, knowing that Brandon was going to tell him he was done.
 
   “Then you’re out, baby!” Brandon shouted, dancing in his chair. 
 
   After Luke was cut, it was short work for Brandon to clear out Calland and Jackson, claiming the title of winner. He stood, fist pumping the air and strutting like a peacock around the kitchen. 
 
   That pretty much was the theme for the night as we played game after game with the same results. Brandon would win, dance around and rub it in our faces, and then we’d challenge him to a different game, each of us hoping to be the one to take him down!
 
   About the third game, Jenna had produced an over-sized bottle of wine and she, Chloe, and Katie killed it in no time. After three glasses, Katie was becoming quite eager to get Calland alone. At least that’s what it seemed like when Calland started jumping in his seat, fidgeting like crazy while trying to fend her off. 
 
   We were halfway through a game of Trivial Pursuit when he pushed back from the table yelling, “Jesus, woman! How many fucking arms do you have? You’re like a fuckin’ octopus!” 
 
   Katie, too far gone on the wine (lightweight, geez) could do nothing but giggle, looking up at him from under her lashes. She was trying to be coy and bat her eyelashes at him but the result was just laughable. She looked like an owl, eyes round and huge while she blinked exaggeratedly, her whole face scrunching up every time she did it. 
 
   We were snickering at her, and then…well…right there in front of everyone, she reached out her hand and molded it over Calland’s crotch, gripping it through his pants and beginning to rub over it. Calland let out a weird sound, somewhere between a choked gasp, a painful cry, and a pleasure-filled moan, his eyes rolling back in his head before he grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand away, face flaming red.
 
   “We’re, uh…we’re gonna go now!” Calland stammered, pulling Katie to her feet, bundling her into her coat, and pushing her out the door, hollering his goodbyes as he slammed it shut behind them. 
 
   After a beat of disbelieving silence, we all cracked up, laughing until we were holding our stomachs with tears running down our faces. When the laughter finally died down, we continued our game until it was after midnight, Jenna and Noah had left, and Emma and I were yawning like crazy. 
 
   Jackson finally stood as I finished another jaw-cracking yawn. “Alright, that’s it. Bed time!”
 
   I nodded, smiling up at him. “Oh! I forgot my body pillow!” I whined, the thought suddenly popping into my head. 
 
   I heard Jackson sigh and he shook his head. “Well, I guess we’ll just go home. I mean, it’s not like we live far away…we could have walked over if it weren’t for the snow.”
 
   I stuck my tongue out at him childishly, laughing when he didn’t say anything, just raised an eyebrow. I turned to tell Emma and Luke goodnight and bumped into Brandon, who I didn’t realize was standing behind me. 
 
   He opened his arms and I stepped into them, hugging him goodbye. He kissed the top of my head and released me, moving past me to clap Jackson on the shoulder and do the half-assed man-hug thing that guys always do. 
 
   Ever since Brandon had come back from L.A., things between us had gotten easier. It still hurt sometimes, more in the beginning after he’d broken it off than now, but we’d talked over everything in depth when he’d gotten back, both of us being completely candid with each other. It helped a lot, lessening the ache, mending our friendship, and we’d even come to the realization that yes, we loved each other, but neither of us was able to say with absolute certainty that we had been in love. Not the way we should have been…
 
   I wouldn’t change a thing, though. Not one bit of it, because now I can honestly say that Brandon and I are closer than we’d ever been, and he’ll always have a special place in my heart and in my life. I will say that I pity the next woman to take him on because she’s going to have a formidable enemy in me unless she proves herself…and is strong enough to realize that the bonds we’ve formed…between ALL of us, Emma, Luke, and everyone else…are unbreakable. 
 
   We’d forged a family…and it was perfect.
 
   Jackson gathered up our bags and took them out the truck and started it to warm it up, even though we literally were driving two seconds down the road. I stopped to pick up my little sleeping baby, laughing as I heard the pint size snores coming from both the puppies that went right along with the deep, grizzly bear sounding snores coming from Doug, who had jumped into the gated area and curled up next to them. 
 
   I noticed Chloe was a little unsteady on her feet from the wine she’d been throwing back with Jenna and Katie and asked if she wanted to come home with us. She hiccupped and cocked her head, weighing her options which, to me, were come with us and have a bed, or crash on the couch at Luke and Emma’s. Unless Brandon was a gentleman and let her have his bed. 
 
   I was a little leery about him being a gentleman to her because, while they’d always been friends, there’d been something a little…strained between them since they’d been back from L.A. I’d never come out and asked her about it, but I had a feeling I’d be doing that very soon. 
 
   A few days later, it turned out I didn’t need to ask at all. We were working, sorting through a delivery that had just come in when Chloe turned to me. 
 
   Her brows drew together in a frown and, with a whispered apology preceding it, she blurted out…
 
   “I kissed Brandon…”
 
   *******
 
   


 
   
  
 



Dear Readers:
 
   Thank you for continuing on this journey with me and with my gang. I hope you enjoyed reading my books as much as I enjoyed writing them. Stay tuned for the next installment in the Skin Deep Series, Skin to Skin!
 
   XOXO
 
   J.M.
 
   *******
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