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      She’s got a crush on the delivery guy.

      He's got a billion-dollar secret.

      
        I recognize the sound of his truck turning off in front of my building.

        Not only do I recognize it, but my pulse picks up and I get all hot and bothered. Then I hear the low growl cutting out, followed by the clank of metal as he pulls up the back door to grab my package....

        Grab my package?

        That sounds so dirty.

        Which is probably appropriate given some of the fantasies I've had about him.

        My obsession with the new, mysterious delivery driver is crazy. Intense. Distracting.

        The last thing I need is to be crushing on a six-foot-something distraction with a dirty grin.

        But my friends have other plans.
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        Personal Delivery is the first book in a sexy new rom com series! The second book, Personal Escort,  is currently available in the Love in Transit anthology (under the alternate title, St. George Station). Look for an excerpt from that at the end of this book!
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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      
        Eight days after Thanksgiving

      

      I now recognize the sound of his truck turning off in front of my building.

      Not only do I recognize it, but my heartbeat picks up and I get flushed when I hear the low growl cutting out, followed by the clank of metal as he pulls up the back door to grab my package…

      Grab my package?

      Does that sound dirty, or is it just me?

      I scramble off the couch and pace into the kitchen. This is a good place to be when he knocks—it’s a decent distance from the door, so it’ll take me enough time to get there that he won’t know I know he’s already here.

      He won’t even be thinking about that, I tell myself.

      It doesn’t matter.

      I know that I’m thinking about it.

      I’m all hot and bothered for the new delivery guy, and that’s…intense. I mean, it’ll all be completely in my head, because he’s hot and just doing his job. And I’m average and not one to behave inappropriately toward someone while they’re working.

      This is not going to be like a bad porno where the lady of the house invites the pizza guy and all of a sudden he’s banging her on the counter.

      But that’s how it’ll go down in my head after he leaves.

      I’m totally going to use the “personal massager” that arrived yesterday—package number eleven—and do unspeakable things as I fantasize about the delivery guy who has visited my house almost a dozen times in the last two weeks.

      I don’t even know his name.

      He has a name tag—Dane—but last week, before Thanksgiving, I opened my big mouth and asked him if that was his real name.

      He gave me a funny look and admitted it wasn’t, but he didn’t elaborate and that was already further out of my comfort zone than I ever wanted to go.

      But Not Dane was on my mind when I headed to Philly for our annual Not Family Thanksgiving, and after drinking half a bottle of red wine, I told my friends all about him.

      So it’s really my own fault that he’s at the front door of my building, punching in the entry code he’s now memorized.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      
        Thanksgiving, Eight Days Earlier

      

      For the third year in a row, my besties and I have decided to skip spending a small fortune on flying home and spending an awkward few days with family members we don’t always like.

      We’re going to have to do that in another month anyway.

      So Nina’s driven down from New York, and I took the train up from Baltimore, and we’re camped out in Daisy’s living room with a bowl of taco dip and a football game on the television.

      We’re mostly watching because of the butts, and we’re placing bets on which of them have donkey dicks.

      Nina’s cheering for the Vikings. One in particular, who we agree is definitely packing something good, and she gets a goofy look on her face every time the camera pans past his crotch.

      Clearly the cameraman thinks he’s hung, too.

      “Goodness,” she sighs. “I’d be his Freya in a heartbeat.”

      “He’s not really a Viking,” I point out.

      Nina shrugs. “And I really wouldn’t be protesting if he threw me over his shoulder and carried me off to his pile of furs to ravish me.”

      “Oh my goodness.”

      “Don’t judge me and my fantasies.”

      “I’m not. I’m really not. I’ve got dirty fantasies of my own, so I can hardly be pointing fingers.”

      Daisy bursts into the living room from the kitchen, where she was doing something to the turkey. “Am I missing good gossip?”

      “No!” I shout as Nina nods.

      “She lies. Tell us your fantasies, Jana.” Nina leans over and tops up my wine.

      “They’re private,” I mumble. The last thing I need is more alcohol. “Daisy, can we help you in the kitchen?”

      She shakes her head. “Turkey’s basted for the last time, and it’ll be done in thirty minutes. Simon’s mashing the potatoes. We’re good to go.”

      She joins me on the couch and scoops up some taco dip.

      I ignore the expectant look on her face and try to change the subject back to Nina. “How’s the new job?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Probably not going to last very long. I miss Washington.”

      “You hated D.C.”

      “Turns out I hate New York more. Maybe I need to find some hunky farmer to marry and make babies with. Leave the marketing world behind me.”

      I bite my tongue, because Nina will do whatever she wants.

      “How’s the new kitten?”

      I beam. “Adorable. She’s fit in really well with Trick and Jared. Larken is taking a while to warm to her, but the cat sitter texted me a picture of them sharing the cat condo earlier.” I pull out my phone and show her that picture, and a few others.

      My cats are the cutest things ever.

      This new kitten is a foster kitty. She’s just with us until we find her a forever home, and that’s okay.

      “And how’s work?”

      Work is not going well at all, but I don’t want to talk about it. “It’s fine. Oh, I’ll be in New York to meet with the creative team in a couple of weeks. We should have dinner.”

      I work for a major greeting card company. I started as an assistant right out of college, and won an internal competition to become an illustrator two years later. Then one of my design series really took off, and thanks to having a decent agent who negotiated that extended related work also be done by me, I’ve now got a couple of product lines. Inspirational journals, coffee mugs.

      Tote bags. People love my tote bags.

      And I love my job. But sometimes it’s really hard to come up with thirty unique and amazing sentiments for a new card line. Especially when you’re distracted by the new delivery driver who’s been assigned to your route, and now most of your creative energy is being diverted to X-rated fantasies.

      “It is a plan. And we can do some shopping, too.”

      “I’ve got all my Christmas presents taken care of. You’re getting a muzzle, for example.”

      She grins. “Excellent. I read a DIY sex thing on the internet, how to turn that into a ball gag.”

      “Oh my goodness.”

      “Just kidding. But I did start a FetLife account.”

      My eyes bug out of my head.

      “What? New York is rough for dating. I miss Washington.”

      “No you don’t.”

      She sighs. “No, I don’t.” She purses her lips together. “Dare I ask about your dating life?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Don’t. It’s pitiful.”

      That might be because I haven’t checked any of the online profiles she set up for me last summer. Like, ever. It’s not that I don’t want to date. It’s just that I have standards. Reasonable ones, in my opinion.

      Gainfully employed.

      Tall.

      Funny.

      Well hung.

      Enthusiastic about going down on me, but not creepy about it.

      Kind to pets.

      None of this is insane. Or if it is, well, then harass the male population of Maryland, Virginia, and D.C., because I don’t want to settle for anything less than this list.

      Daisy, who had been watching us volley back and forth, puts up her hand. “So you are dating, and it’s going badly? Or you’re not dating?”

      “You know I’m not.” I blush, though, because I’m hopeless, and she latches on to it.

      “Who is he?”

      “Nobody.”

      “Jana’s got a crush on someone…” Nina grabs the wine bottle. It’s empty. This doesn’t bode well for my ability to keep this secret. “Who is he?”

      “You guys can keep asking me that. I’m not going to tell you anything, because there’s nothing to tell.”

      “Uh huh.” Daisy crosses her arms.

      Nina goes to the kitchen and fetches another bottle of wine.

      The seconds tick by, and I hold out for a long time. Twenty-three, maybe even twenty-five seconds. Then I fold like a house of cards. “The delivery guy is…hot.”

      They stare at me, then burst into laughter. “How long have you been pining after the UPS guy?” Nina asks through gasps for air as she wipes her eyes.

      “It’s not a UPS guy,” I mutter. Then I take a big swallow of wine. “It’s SwiftEx.”

      Daisy nods. “I can see. Their uniforms are hot.”

      It’s more than just the uniform. He’s got the best smile. It starts as a friendly curve of the mouth as he hands over the clipboard, but it grows as he watches me. Just thinking about it makes me squirm. “Anyway, he’s new. He just started a week ago, so I’m not pining for anyone. And I’m pretty sure he’s just filling in for the regular guy, so I might not even see him again.”

      “We can make that happen.” Nina waves at Daisy’s computer. “Let’s get started on your Christmas shopping.”

      “No.”

      She snorts. “You’re no fun.”

      “I’m tons of fun.”

      “Prove it. Let’s go to the spa tomorrow before you head back.”

      I wrinkle my nose, and she howls.

      “See? No. Fun.”

      Daisy wiggles her feet. “I could do with a pedicure.”

      Nina shakes her head. “No, pedicures don’t win the attention of sexy delivery drivers. Black Friday Bush Removal. It’s a new tradition.”

      I squeak, and then realize she’s dead serious. I shake my head. “This is crazy. And also…I don’t think that a bikini wax wins attention either.”

      “Bikini? Try Brazilian, babe. And he’ll know. He’ll be able to look at you and see your new, sexy confidence that you want him to see you naked. Because you’ve got a sexy surprise.”

      “Oh my goodness.”

      “Stop saying that, like you’re all shocked. You’re not, you’re just embarrassed, and that’s deeply rooted in the secret that you think this is a good plan.”

      She’s not wrong, but I can’t admit that yet.

      She keeps going, like the weird mind reader that she is. “Build it and they will come. Or in this case, groom it and he will come. When he sees it. After delivering your…package.”

      “Stop.” But I’m grinning. It’s never going to happen like that, but a girl can dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      
        The day after Thanksgiving

      

      For the first time in two weeks, I’m not doing my delivery route in Baltimore. I guess I didn’t do it yesterday, either, but it was a holiday.

      I’ll be back on the job tomorrow, but since I was going to be back in New York for the holiday, I scheduled as many meetings as I possibly could into today as well.

      “Is that everything?” I ask the VPs sitting across from me. I don’t bother to hide my frustration with how long this report has taken—both in being compiled, and now in their presentation of it. I don’t need to look at my watch to know my next meeting is scheduled to start in three minutes, and that’s going to happen, whether or not they’ve finished.

      I like punctuality. Maybe that’s why I’ve recently acquired a courier company.

      “People are asking where you are,” my communications VP says reluctantly.

      I raise one eyebrow. “And it took you an entire hour to work up the courage to tell me that?”

      He shrugs. “I wouldn’t say courage. We understand what you’re doing with this undercover boss thing, but it needs to come to an end.”

      No, it doesn’t. “We’ve just acquired SwiftEx, Matt. Aston Corp is a well-oiled machine. SwiftEx is a disaster, and I come from tech, not operations. I can improve their backend with my eyes closed, but I don’t know the first thing about what it’s like on the front lines—for my new employees, or my customers.”

      I think immediately of Jana Pritchard. I interrupt her workday a couple of times a week, for example. That’s gotta be annoying. She’s always sweet about it, but she’s exactly the type of regular customer I want to get feedback from.

      Feedback. Yeah.

      That’s all I want from her, because she’s a customer. And I have like six jobs to do.

      “Mr. Aston, your ten o’clock appointment is here,” my assistant says smoothly through the intercom and I stand up.

      “I’ll be in Baltimore as long as I need to,” I repeat, gesturing for the door. “I can cut back to four days a week so I’m here on Mondays or Fridays if need be. Make do without me.”

      The executives leave and I make a mental note to bring this trash up at the next team meeting. They need to trust me. I know what I’m doing.

      Unbidden, Jana pops back into my mind. The way she glanced up at me when she was signing my clipboard on Wednesday. How she’d said, “Happy Thanksgiving,” with a breathy half-smile, her thick eyelashes framing the prettiest brown eyes I’ve ever seen.

      What are the chances Bronze Heart Cards will have a package for her tomorrow? Not good. She seems to have a regular Tuesday package from them, and she got two larger boxes on random days as well, but it’s all work stuff.

      Work stuff isn’t delivered on a Saturday.

      I probably won’t see her until Tuesday, and for reasons I don’t want to explore, that makes me grumpy.

      I push that down, squishing it hard until it’s a chunk of coal in my gut. It’ll fuel me through the rest of the day until I fly back to Baltimore and put on Some Guy Named Dane’s uniform.

      When Jana asked me if that was my real name, I’d almost said yes. But I didn’t want to show up at her house again and have her give me that sweet, shy smile and say, “Hi Dane.”

      No.

      I want to hear my name on her lips. “Jake.” Or, “Yes, Jake.” Even better would be, “Oh goodness, Jake,” but that might be wishful thinking.

      On the other hand, I’m a billionaire. If I can’t use that to my advantage with the prettiest girl in Maryland, then what good is it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      
        Two days after Thanksgiving

      

      I’m in my office working on some sketches, because yesterday was shopping and personal grooming and general mortification on an epic level. And if I don’t work on a Friday, I make it up on Saturday.

      This work ethic might be why I don’t have much of a social life.

      The kitten is sleeping under my drafting table, and she’s soft and warm against my toes. Or at least she is until the door buzzer goes off and she jumps like an air horn just sounded next to her ear. I make a shushing noise and promise her I’ll be right back.

      Of course she doesn’t listen to me, because she’s a cat, and she darts under my feet as I head for the door.

      “I’m going to call you Underfoot, baby girl,” I say as I jump to keep from tripping on her.

      She just meows at me.

      I tap on the intercom button. “Hello?”

      “This is, uh, SwiftEx. I’ve got a delivery for you.”

      I jump just like the cat did, because the way he says it, his voice a little deeper than normal—although what do I know about his normal?—and that little hitch as he stumbled over his words. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Maybe the fact I wasn’t expecting him makes this moment more intense. It definitely steals my voice.

      He clears his throat, which I can hear in perfect detail because I’m still leaning on the button. “Hello?”

      “Hi.” That’s the most ridiculous response. He’s not actually saying it like a greeting. “Right.” Which isn’t the correct response, either, so I hastily add, “Come up.”

      I’m on the second floor. Two short flights of stairs. He’s got the world’s longest, strongest legs, and it takes him like ten seconds. Not that I’ve been counting on previous deliveries or anything.

      It takes me seven seconds to get my flustered pulse under control. Another two to realize I rolled out of bed this morning, threw on yoga pants and twisted my hair into a messy bun, and totally did not prepare to be seen by a hot guy, because the whole “be cool, and project how sexy I am” plan was supposed to start on Monday or Tuesday.

      Which leaves me with one second to panic about that before he knocks—which is why I’ve already swung the door open, totally surrendering to the fact I’m not at my best, before I remember that I didn’t put on a bra this morning.

      Pants, yes.

      Tight t-shirt, yes.

      Bra? Nope.

      Now, it’s not like I’ve got the worst boobs in the world. They’re round and give good cleavage when—if—I ask them to. But they just look better in a bra. That’s a science fact.

      So I’m standing there looking at Delivery Guy, because I can’t call him Not Dane anymore in my head, and he, of course, looks amazing.

      I feel naked.

      He gives me this look, where his eyes are locked on mine, and then he smiles, and it grows into a grin, and the whole time he’s really looking at me.

      And that’s when I remember that I don’t have any pubic hair anymore. Underneath this hot mess of an outfit, my pussy is bare and sexy—or something like that. She’s definitely bare, and definitely aware of Delivery Guy’s arrival in her proximity.

      I consider slamming the door in his face, but that would be super weird because he has no idea what’s in my head right now. So I lift my chin and give him what is supposed to be a casual smile right back, because that look felt really good right up until I freaked out inside.

      I probably look homicidal.

      Nina can take a flying leap. I do not feel more confident right now. I feel exposed in the worst way. And I think my nipples are trying to stand at attention.

      Stop it, nipples. Stop it, bare pussy. Stop it, entire traitorous body.

      “You got mail again,” he says as he holds up a small cardboard box.

      “I don’t remember ordering anything,” I say weakly, and he shrugs. Goodness, he looks good. So I blurt out, “Did you have a good Thanksgiving?”

      “Uh…” He shifts the box onto his right hip and leans his left forearm against the doorframe, relaxing a bit. His gaze is still on my face, which is good, because the nipples haven’t settled down at all. “It was okay. Bit chaotic with the travel and stuff.”

      “Me, too. Where’d you have to go?”

      “New York.”

      A meow interrupts him and he glances down to where I feel a brush of fur against my bare feet.

      “Hello, there.”

      I scoop up the kitten. The other cats are so blasé about deliveries now, but she’s a little curious miss. “Sorry,” I say. “She’s new.”

      Another panty-melting grin. “What’s her name?”

      “She doesn’t have one yet. I just got her—she’s a foster kitten. I’m calling her Underfoot right now, for obvious reasons.”

      “She’s a pretty girl.” The way his voice drops when he says it makes my insides tighten up. But before we can go any further in our surreal conversation about holidays and cats, he straightens up and gives me an apologetic look. “Hang on.” He pulls a phone out of a holster on his hip and glances at the lit-up screen. “I gotta take this.”

      “No worries.” I hold out my free arm for the box, and he hands it over, then gives the kitten a little rub under her chin before he turns and jogs back down the stairs.

      I stand there like a statue, holding a cat and a box, because as he turned I got a good whiff of whatever cologne or aftershave or magical man scent he has. Maybe that’s just what his skin smells like, like the ocean crashing into a field of…I dunno, tobacco flowers or something. It’s sweet but manly at the same time, with a peppery, salty edge that makes my mouth water.

      Finally the kitten protests to the fact we’re still standing in the doorway. “I know,” I say with a sigh as I set her down. “I miss him, too.”

      Which is a totally unhealthy thing to admit about your delivery guy, but he shouldn’t smell so good. It’s his own fault.

      I shut the door and carry the package to the kitchen. I set it on the counter and grab a pair of scissors.

      Inside, I find three packages. A box of catnip-filled mice for the cats. I don’t remember buying that, but maybe it was back-ordered. Sometimes that happens and I don’t notice.

      But beside it is a small plastic sleeve. Hot pink lettering on the front, and suspicious black lace inside. I turn it over.

      A thong.

      No, that would be bad enough. It’s apparently a crotchless thong.

      I definitely didn’t order this.

      And wrapped in plastic at the bottom of the box is a bottle of champagne bubble bath.

      I dig around in the bottom of the box, and there’s a gift receipt. Happy Thanksgiving! The message cheerily reads.

      I narrow my eyes. Nina, almost certainly. But I can’t just call her up and accuse her. She’ll deny it, for sure.

      And the cats will enjoy their presents.

      I do like a bubble bath…

      But as for the crotchless underwear? I shove them back in the box. I’ll worry about those tomorrow.

      I go back to my office and stare at the sketch I’d been working on when he arrived. I shove it aside and grab a new pressed paper board. This time I sketch a superhero in a delivery uniform. He’s tall, with dark hair and a hint of stubble along his hard jaw. Broad shoulders, narrow hips, and his chest more than fills out the hero costume, busting out from the open vee of his delivery uniform. Like Henry Cavill, blue-collar style.

      No, Delivery Guy doesn’t look like Henry. Henry could look like him, though. If he were so lucky.

      I breathe in again, imagining I can still smell him. Then I grab another sheet and draw two more super heroes in ordinary clothes. A plumber, and a firefighter. I can see the rest of the line. I’ll have to search what the most common Dad jobs are, but these cards should be a hit for Father’s Day.

      Then I draw one just for myself, of Delivery Guy peeling off his uniform. This time, there’s no superhero costume underneath, and I get to imagine what the hard planes of his chest look like. Hard and flat, warm to the touch. And lower, the start of a trail of hair… Heat swarms through me as I finish the sketch.

      That doesn’t stop me from curling up on the thinking couch in the corner, though. Doesn’t stop me from touching myself as I look at him.

      I don’t know what I’m going to do when I see him again. I’m definitely going to wear a bra, though. One of the good ones.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      
        Four days after Thanksgiving

      

      On Monday, as I’m loading up the truck at the depot and reviewing my route—which includes Jana’s apartment, so I don’t need to be a total creeper to see her again—one of the regulars stops and asks how it’s going.

      “Pretty good,” I say, standing up. I tap my clipboard. “A lot of repeat addresses on here.”

      “Yep.” He nods. “That’s probably the way of it. Sixty, seventy percent of our deliveries are to a small chunk of addresses I bet.”

      I make a mental note to review those numbers with the executive team. Find out if he’s right, and I’m sure he is.

      “Some of them have entry codes in the delivery notes,” he says.

      “Yeah, I heard that in my training, but honestly, most people don’t seem to add it.”

      He laughs and taps his forehead. “Pays to memorize stuff, then. Can I?” He points to my clipboard, and I hand it over. He pulls a pen from his front pocket and scribbles numbers on a few spots on the page. “There. Those’ll save you a couple of minutes, anyway.”

      “Thanks.” I hold my hand out and we shake on it.

      It’s a good thing for colleagues to help each other out—and a great sign that the culture at least at this depot is friendly enough to foster that kindness. But it’s not great business practice that I happened to luck in to this information this morning. Another mental note, but I only need to hang on to them until I get in the truck. As I’m heading for the first address on my list, I use my portable bluetooth voice-activated speaker—an Aston Corp product—and call my assistant. I ask her to find me someone at SwiftEx who knows the percentages of repeat delivery recipients, and then she sends me an email with the question about integrating building access information into the system in a smarter way.

      That email vibrates my phone on my hip as we hang up. The speaker reads the subject line to me, then it’s quiet in my truck again. I have a GPS device because I don’t know Baltimore like the back of my hand, but a lot of these streets have quickly become familiar.

      Like Jana’s, for example.

      The temptation to leave her delivery for last is strong.

      I don’t give in to it.

      She answers the door slightly out of breath. She’s wearing jeans today, with hot pink socks, and a t-shirt that says I’d Rather Be Reading right across her breasts.

      It’s a feat of epic proportions that I manage not to stare.

      I’d rather be reading, indeed. I’d read those words over and over again, with my eyes, then my fingers. Trace the letters and see how she likes to be touched.

      “This one is signature required,” I say, handing over the small cardboard box.

      She frowns and shakes it, then rolls her eyes when the kitten appears out of nowhere and tries to climb up Jana’s leg.

      I’m sure that’s annoying, but it gives me a reason to slide my gaze down her body. Her jeans are snug, dark and stretchy, and they curve around her hips and down her slim legs just right.

      I’d like to do the same.

      When was the last time I saw a woman in hot pink socks? With matching pink cheeks and an indulgent smile that makes me jealous of a cat, for goodness sake.

      I need to get her signature, but that can wait. “Is her name still Underfoot?”

      She laughs and shakes her head as she lifts the kitten into her arms. “No. Although today she got halfway up my curtains and I threatened to call her Miss Climbs-A-Lot. You can see why.”

      The kitten makes a squeaky sound, half purr, half chirp, and I get it. She’s adorable. I lean in and rub the soft white spot under her chin. “I can. What a little minx.”

      Jana inhales, and I realize I’m close to her—my hand is next to her arm, and our heads are close together, too.

      She’s not wearing any makeup, but there’s something on her lips, maybe a fruity lipgloss, and she’s just gorgeous. Bright eyes, soft mouth, and creamy skin.

      “Do you have pets?” she asks softly, and I’m close enough I can feel the faintest brush of her breath against my skin.

      I shake my head. “Travel too much, work too hard. My—” I cut myself off before saying that my housekeeper only comes in twice a week and I’m pretty sure cats need more attention than that. “Maybe one day.”

      She makes a little humming sound, and I want to kiss her. I want to haul her close and bite her bottom lip. Make her smile and kiss her again.

      Heat roars through my body, and I jerk back at the same time as she lifts the kitten up a bit more. Before she can offer the cat up for adoption, or before I kiss her—maybe both things, I don’t know.

      What am I doing playing with Jana and her kitty?

      “I need your signature,” I say, and it comes out kind of harsh, but I do.

      That’s all I need. I don’t need some domestic fantasy. I don’t need pink socks or jean-clad legs. Pink socks on bare legs, the jeans discarded somewhere along the way to the nearest bed.

      She swallows hard and I feel like a jerk, but then she puts the kitten down and takes the clipboard, scrawling her name quickly on the digital signature pad at the side. “Thanks for the delivery,” she says, and it’s sweet and kind and I feel even worse.

      So I gruffly try to make it right. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She jerks her head up. “Tomorrow?”

      “You usually get something on Tuesdays.” And even if she didn’t, I don’t think I could stay away.

      Her cheeks turn pink. “Right.”

      “I’ll see you then.”

      She nods, her brows pulling together ever so slightly. “See you then.”

      [image: ]

      The next day I’ve got her usual Tuesday delivery, as expected. It’s another that’s signature-required, and again, I think about waiting until the end of the day to deliver it.

      But it’s work stuff, and I’m not so driven by my toe that I’d hold back her delivery just so I can have more time with her.

      And then there’s the pesky reminder in the back of my mind that I don’t get time with her.

      I can’t do this. I can’t crush on a woman who thinks I’m a delivery driver, because I’m not, and the last thing Aston Corp needs is a scandal about the CEO slumming it incognito and hitting on customers.

      But all of that goes out the window when she answers the door.

      Today her socks are orange.

      And she starts talking before I get a chance to hand over the clipboard. “I feel like I should apologize for yesterday,” she says, and idiot, no, that’s not right at all.

      I can feel myself frowning at her. “Nothing to apologize for,” is what I should say. Instead, I open my mouth and the world’s dumbest question tumbles out. “Why?”

      Her lips part and her cheeks flush. “Well, because I asked you about your personal life, in a way. I wasn’t trying—”

      “You could try,” I say. What the heck? No trying! But I’m grinning at her now, like my mouth has been severed from my brain. And the rest of my body goes with it, apparently, because I lean against the doorframe. “Maybe I’m the one who should apologize to you, since I gave you the wrong impression.”

      Her eyes go wide. “Oh.”

      “This is a bit complicated for me,” I say. Understatement of the year.

      “Ah.” She shrugs. “I don’t do complicated. But that’s okay. No harm, no foul.”

      This is my out. This is my chance to shift us firmly back into the professional relationship category, where I don’t know what her lips look like up close.

      I don’t take it.

      “Not a bad kind of complicated,” I say. “I’m not married or anything nasty like that.”

      “So a non-nasty kind of complicated.” Her lips curl up in an almost-smile. “That’s rare.”

      “I’m rare.”

      “And modest?”

      “So modest.”

      She laughs. “Good to know. I was starting to think you were perfect. Now I know you’re full of yourself and cocky, too.”

      “Guilty on both counts.” I wink, and this feels good. She sees me for what I am—at least on a base level—and I’m being as clear as I can about what I’m not.

      “Is the complicated part about your job? Are you a temporary worker or something?”

      Idiot, this is dangerous territory, but I find myself nodding. “Just until Christmas.”

      “Right, that makes sense.” She holds up the box. “Increased number of deliveries and all that.”

      “People love shopping online.”

      “Mmm. Something like that.” She tips her head to the side. “Well, I’m sure I’ll see you again soon.”

      I laugh, and it surprises me, how good it feels to share this kind of easy conversation. When was the last time I talked about nothing with someone? And I don’t want to leave. Which is…dang it. “Listen, we don’t need to see each other just when…” I gesture to the box in her hands. “Do you want—”

      From inside her apartment, a phone rings. She winces. “I think it’s my turn to say I’ve got to get that.”

      “Go. I’ll…hopefully see you tomorrow.”

      She beams at me and that’s it. I’m stopping here again tomorrow whether or not she’s got a package on the truck. We can talk some more about how I’m not nearly good enough for her, but maybe worthy of a scrap or two. A smile. A kiss. An afternoon spent exploring all the different places that blush could touch if she was teased just right.

      It's not how I expected our conversation to go, but phoo. Sometimes life is too short to play it safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      
        Seven days after Thanksgiving

      

      Most mornings I watch the news while I eat breakfast. Not because I’m a news junkie—I’m not—but because when I went to New York for my first editorial meeting, I kept getting lost in conversations that I should’ve understood as a grown-up, but I didn’t because I’m more Netflix than CNN.

      Not nearly enough conversations about Gilmore Girls, which I found weird for a greeting card company.

      Anyway, so now I have this little morning ritual, and I learn enough to skate through grown-up conversations. Some days I just watch the headlines. Today, I linger over my toast because one of the stories is about SwiftEx, and all the B-roll footage makes me think of Delivery Guy. The news reader promises more information about that story after the break, so I put on another piece of toast. Then I do some counter push-ups, because bonus toast needs to be burned off.

      When the program comes back on, they get into more detail. Apparently some of the computer infrastructure is really old, and last night there was a server crash and it accidentally tripped a cascade effect, and most of the Eastern seaboard system is in chaos.

      I don’t know what that means, but I can say it with some authority, and that’s all that matters. Well, I know what chaos means. It means I’m probably not getting any packages today.

      For the first time since Nina and Daisy started inundating me with cat toys, I’m disappointed to think I might not be getting another shipment.
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      I should have had more faith in Delivery Guy. His truck rumbles to a stop in front of my building in the middle of the afternoon. I meet him at the door after distracting the cats with treats, but from the set of his mouth to the way he quickly hands over the box—this one heavier than the last few—I’m not surprised when he says he can’t stay.

      But my heart does a little twirl at the idea that he thought I might expect him to linger, if only for a few minutes.

      “It’s been a crazy day,” he adds.

      No kidding. I try to make a joke. “I heard on the news. Plus, on top of the regular holiday packages, some people get way too many…” Cat toys. No, I can’t admit that out loud. “Regular things.”

      Wow, Jana. Way to really nail that punch line.

      One side of his mouth pulls up in a half-smile anyway. “Hey, we’re just grateful that you’re still an appreciative customer.”

      “Did you get yelled at a lot today?”

      “In a manner of speaking. Did my fair share of yelling, too.” My eyebrows shoot up and he laughs. “Not at customers.”

      “Is it madness behind the scenes right now?”

      Another half-smile. They light up his face, his eyes softening as he admits the truth, like he’s sharing a secret with me. “More than I can explain. But it’s a good kind of madness. We’ll get it sorted out.”

      “Too bad this job is just temporary,” I say.

      He hesitates before nodding. “Yeah.”

      “Well, you’re very good at it,” I tease. But it’s true, he is. “Maybe they’ll hire you on full-time.”

      I’ve clearly way overstepped, because his face goes all tight. No more softness, no more light. “Jana…”

      I wave him off. “Ignore me. I’m sorry. None of my business.” I lift the box in the air. “And thanks for this.”

      “You’re welcome.” He frowns, but doesn’t say anything else.

      Flirting with your delivery guy really should come with a manual. I suck at this. I give my best attempt at a bright smile and step back, ready to close the door and pretend that entire awkward mess didn’t really happen.

      But Delivery Guy is smoother than I am. He flips a quick glance at his watch. “Probably twenty-three hours or so until we do this again.”

      “Barring any further technological meltdowns.”

      He laughs. “I think they have some of the best people working to make sure that doesn’t happen, but the countdown to see you again is definitely good motivation to make sure everything is fully back online by the morning.”

      I snicker. “Right. These conversations are—”

      “The best part of my day.” He rolls his bottom lip between his teeth and I try not to overreact to that, but oh my goodness. “I gotta go.”

      “Yeah. Bye.”

      A quick wave and he’s gone, and I make myself wait until I’m inside the apartment before I squeal and jump up and down.

      In the kitchen, I open the drawer where the scissors live, and all four cats come running. They know what’s in the box, and they’re not wrong.

      But underneath the now-expected package of cat toys is another box.

      A vibrator.

      Well, a “personal massager” according to the packaging, but come on. We all know what this is for, and oh my goodness, my friends are perverts.

      Doesn’t mean I’m not going to use it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      
        Eight days after Thanksgiving

      

      “You again,” he says with a grin as I open the door. “Sorry it took longer than twenty-three hours. You had three packages, so I left them to the end of my run.” He hands over two boxes, then disappears momentarily. I tuck the first two away on my hall table and toss some catnip mice at the cats.

      When he comes back with the third one, I imagine I can hear the bells jingling inside. I really need to tell Nina she’s achieved her goal, and she can stop spoiling my pets now.

      “I’m really not ordering all of these packages,” I mutter, trying not to blush.

      “Was it your birthday?” He hands over the clipboard and I scrawl my name.

      “I have meddling friends.”

      “Meddling?”

      I can’t tell him I confessed my crush to my friends—maybe ex-friends now—and that’s why I’ve had a steady stream of deliveries over the last week. “It’s a long story.”

      “At least you get presents out of it.” He gives me another grin that makes everything inside tighten up. I tell myself it doesn’t mean anything, but pretty much everything he does now means something, at least to me.

      Which is as good a reminder as any that I need to keep it real. Light. I shake the box and sure enough, it rattles. “They’re all cat toys. I have weird friends.”

      He flips his clipboard around and leans against the doorframe. “This sounds like a story I need to hear.”

      “I couldn’t—”

      He reaches out and presses his finger to my lips. “You can, and you will.”

      He’s touching me. Everything inside me lights up, electric sparks zinging under my skin. And my heart is like, yes, sir. But my brain is smarter than that, so when I open my mouth, it overrides me telling him the story about my friends. “I don’t even know your name.”

      He grins and traces his finger over my bottom lip and down my cheek, until he catches a strand of my hair and tucks it behind my ear. “It’s Jake.”

      “Jake,” I repeat. “Not Dane.”

      He shakes his head. “Not Dane.” We stare at each other for a second, maybe two, and then he leans in. “Story time.”

      “You sure you don’t have other deliveries to do?”

      “You’re stalling. This must be a good one. And I’ve got all night.”

      I hesitate, but we both know this has been coming. “Do you want to come in?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      As soon as Jana asks me the question, I know I’m done for. Do I want to come in?

      “More than anything,” I say, lightly touching her hand with my fingertips because I can’t help myself.

      I really shouldn’t be touching her.

      But I’m captivated by her wry laugh, her soft mouth, that sweet blush. This woman… This woman. Whose friends clearly love her enough to send her a ridiculous number of packages for some bizarre reason. She’s a woman of secret stories, and I think the parcel parade is just the tip of the iceberg.

      I want to know that story. I want to touch her lips again and a heck of a lot more. I want to hear her laugh because I’m kissing her neck, and then I want to hear her sigh.

      I’ve probably got a couple of hours before they’ll wonder where my truck is. So when she grins and steps back, I follow her inside.

      “Do you want something to drink?” She’s twisting away from me, and I let her go.

      A smile tugs at the corners of my mouth. “I’m good. I want a story, remember?”

      She stops and glances back at me, her hair falling across her forehead. She shoves the glossy waves out of the way. “But it’s mortifying.”

      That makes me laugh out loud. “I once locked myself out of a dorm room in nothing but a pair of yellow ducky slippers. That was mortifying. Your friends suddenly deluging you with cat toys surely doesn’t top that.”

      Her eyes go wide for a second, then she takes a step back as she shrugs her shoulders. “Sure, but that was in your past, when you were young and foolish. This is silliness that’s only a week old. You see the difference.”

      I prowl toward her. “Come on, that didn’t earn me anything?” I gesture down my body, and her gaze tracks right along. “Yellow. Ducky. Slippers.”

      “That is embarrassing,” she whispers.

      I stop two feet away from her and put my hands on my hips. Her eyes linger there, too, and when she finally drags her gaze back up to meet mine, her cheeks are pink and her eyes are bright.

      “You were totally naked?” Her voice catches on the word naked, and need pulls hard in my gut. Lower. Need to find out what other words she might trip on. Blush about. Get breathless over if I whisper them in her ear.

      “Completely naked.”

      A little flare of her eyes, and she bites her lip before asking, “What did you do?”

      “I went to the bathroom and stole someone’s towel, then went down to the front desk and explained the situation.”

      “What color was the towel?”

      I laugh. “I don’t remember. Blue, maybe.”

      She nods, an urgent little wobble that makes my toe throb. “I like this story a lot.”

      “I’m glad.”

      She hesitates, and the tip of her tongue darts out to swipe her lower lip. “My turn now?”

      “If you’d please.”

      “Wait. Did you return the towel?”

      “Jana.” The word is a warning and a plea rolled together in one.

      “Yes?” She tips her face up, and I realize I’ve moved closer. A lot closer.

      I’m looking down at her, and phoo. She’s right in front of me, sweet and soft, and I can’t think straight. I brush an imaginary hair off her cheek and behind the curve of her ear.

      She shivers, and like a heavy bass line, need starts to thrum in my blood.

      “Yes, I returned the towel. And maybe your story can wait,” I say gruffly, and she nods.

      That’s all I need. One nod, another shiver, and I’ve got her backed up against the kitchen counter. One hand is cupping the nape of her neck and the other blindly finds the curve of her hip.

      I’ve been thinking about her mouth for two weeks.

      The reality is way better than any fantasy I’d gotten hard over. One featherlight brush of my mouth against hers, then her lips part on a little gasp and we slide together effortlessly.

      Her lower lip, full and soft and perfect, fits right against the seam of my mouth, and there’s no way I’m resisting that temptation. I pull on the plump flesh, tasting her sweetness with a demanding roughness I wish I could contain. The sigh I get in response is worth it, though.

      And then my tongue finds hers.

      I’ve had a lot of first kisses in my life. Some awkward, some hot, some pretty sweet. None have been this right. None have left me with a profound need for more. Not want. Need.

      I need this woman.

      I want her, too, like nothing else.

      She’s just as eager for this as I am. When I hoist her up and onto the counter, her legs go around my hips. I lean forward, she tips her head back. I scrape my teeth against her jaw, the curve of her neck, and she tightens her thighs.

      So there’s no missing my cock, hot and hard and heavy, and now pressed right against her.

      Her breath catches, then she rolls her hips, tracing the length of my toe. A groan rips out of me when she rocks against the crown, and I squeeze her closer.

      “Do that again,” I demand as I tug the neck of her shirt down. My other hand slides beneath the soft cotton at the same time, finding her waist so I can help her along.

      She grinds against me and I pump my hips. I don’t give a idiot if it’s shameless. We fit together.

      Her bra is nice, but it’s in the way. Using my teeth, I drag the thankfully flexible fabric over the swell of her breast, freeing her nipple, and then I give her my mouth there, sucking and licking and consuming her while I work my cock against her clit until she cries out my name.

      I’m generally not a stupid man, and I’ve never left a woman unsatisfied. But I really just meant to kiss her.

      The fact that she’s winding up toward an orgasm takes me by surprise and makes me feel like a teenager again—but a teenager who knows what to do with a gorgeous woman in his arms.

      I replace my mouth with my fingers, rolling and tugging at her nipple as I find the other one with my tongue. Her breasts are fantastic and soft against my face, and I can’t get enough of the subtle scent of her skin. I tell her as much when I kiss my way back up her neck.

      “You’re so gorgeous.” I kiss her mouth when she tries to twist her head to side. “Look at me.”

      She blinks slowly, her eyelids heavy over lust-glazed eyes, and I growl under my breath before kissing her again. Yes, that look. I want to see that as she comes for me.

      I pull her hips harder against me as she begins to shake, and press my forehead against hers, claiming her gaze and her orgasm, too. “Are you going to come for me, Jana? Do you feel how hard you make me? How good it feels to have your legs around me? Come inside, she says. Now look at you, with your perfect belly spilling out of your top. So sexy. Come on. Come for me. Rock against my cock. That’s all yours. You did that, now take it.”

      With a strangled cry, she seizes in my arms, and I fall into her, holding her against me as I kiss her, hard at first, deep and intensely, then softer as she tumbles down from that high.

      Together we fix her shirt, then she starts laughing, and I join her.

      I don’t let her go.

      “You still owe me a story,” I finally say.

      “I thought we were skipping that to make out.” She blushes. “Or whatever that was.”

      I groan. “That was you coming for me like an angel. Next time I want you naked.”

      She traces a finger up my chest and I nip at it when it nears my mouth. Undeterred, she taps it against my lips. “Isn’t it your turn next?”

      “Doesn’t need to be either/or. But first…tell me the rest of your story.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You don’t need me to explain, do you?”

      Not really. There are only so many cat toys one can have delivered before the delivery obviously becomes the point. “Maybe I want you to.”

      She gives me a long look. A searching look, like she’s wondering how much to reveal, and I’m a bit of a jerk because this isn’t really a two-way street when it comes to vulnerability. I’ve got secrets that would blow her adorable socks off. But on this point, she can trust me. And she finally nods, giving in. “Okay, so I might have told my friends that I thought you were kind of hot, and they took it upon themselves to make sure that you appeared here…often.” Her lips plump up and pull to the side, like she’s thinking about what she just said.

      I’ll make that worse for her, sure. Any excuse to make her squirm. I mock-frown. “Kind of hot?”

      Her eyes sparkle. “Well I didn’t know you own duck slippers. That would’ve tipped you over the top, for sure.”

      “They were never mine,” I growl, and her right eyebrow curves in a high, curious arch.

      “Oh…” She giggles like she gets it, they were a girl’s, and they weren’t. It doesn’t matter, because it was a lifetime ago, but I want her to know that. But before I can tell her they were part of my roommate’s costume for a rez party, she’s rubbing against me. “Too bad you don’t still have them.”

      “I’m not recreating the event for you.” Except if she wanted me to, I would. I’d wear nothing but ducky slippers and a raging hard-on, and I’d find her in the bathroom and steal her towel.

      “What if…” She glances to the side, and I follow her gaze. Her bedroom. “What if they were cat slippers?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      I’m having a random afternoon hook-up with my delivery driver, and instead of climbing him like a tree or rubbing against him like a cat in heat—okay, I might have done, but then I stopped—and I suggested he put on my cat slippers.

      Even crazier is the look on his face, like he might just be into this. Slipper sex. Or…slipper foreplay. Do slippers count as lingerie? Guy lingerie?

      Maybe for a girl with three cats and a foster kitten.

      Because oh yeah, I want to see him in them.

      Nothing else, just slippers. And that erection I shamelessly rubbed one out against on my kitchen counter.

      I want that erection freed for both our pleasures. But I want him wearing the slippers, too.

      “Lead the way,” he says, a lazy, dirty smile curling up his face, and that makes me so happy I squeal a tiny bit as I take his hand and tug him toward my bedroom.

      We don’t get all the way there, because halfway down the hall he wraps his arms around my waist and presses his face into my neck. He shaved this morning, but there’s enough stubble on his jaw now to make me feel each kiss. I love that. I want to look at my skin in the mirror tomorrow and see where he imprinted on me.

      “Slippers can wait a minute,” he says roughly as he spins me around and presses me against the wall.

      “What—” I don’t get the rest of my question out before his mouth crashes into mine, hot and demanding. His hands find mine, inviting me to touch him. I trace the length of his erection through his uniform as he palms my butt, first through my clothes, then a rough slide of his palm into my pants.

      He’s groping me, flat-out. Can’t keep his hands off my butt, needs to touch me like whoa. Groping. Me.

      This definitely has to be a dream.

      “Your rear was just too inviting,” he whispers.

      “I’m not complaining,” I whisper back. “Grope all you want.”

      The way he mauls my boob next makes me blush, and then that possessive squeeze turns into something way slicker. Even when he’s overcome with lust, he’s got moves, this one. His thumb rolls my nipple in a way that tugs on my clit from the inside, and I thunk my head back against the wall.

      At this rate, we’re not getting to the slippers, and I’m entirely okay with that. Idiot me against the wall, Delivery Guy. Do it. Do it hard, do it fast, and do it like you’re an uncontrollable beast.

      “You want that?” He growls and nips at my neck. “Hard and fast, right here against the wall?”

      “I didn’t say that out loud.”

      “Yes you did.”

      “Oh my goodness.”

      “I like it. You want me to be an uncontrollable beast?”

      “No. Yes. Yes, but maybe like a little bit controlled? No, that’s a lie. Lose all your control.”

      “Jana.”

      “Am I babbling?”

      He kisses me softly. “Oh yeah.”

      “This is the first time I’ve ever invited a delivery guy to wear my cat slippers.”

      “So you’re nervous.” He grins and kisses me again.

      I’m not nervous when he kisses me. “But that beast thing is totally a go, if you’re into that.”

      His eyes flare dark. “Yes. I’m into that.” He presses harder against me, pushing his cock into my palm. “But I like it even more if it’s your fantasy. Whatever makes you hot, makes me hard. Feel that?”

      Instead of answering him, I squeeze his erection. I’ve never before thought, hey, this toe feels really good in my hand, but his does. Like…really good. Thick and heavy. Promising.

      And as I touch him, the air between us shifts again. From playful back to intense, like it was in the kitchen, where a kiss got out of control in the best way possible.

      He’s got a tool belt of sorts on, so I can’t just start undressing him, but there’s enough play to the fabric of his pants that I can jerk him off a bit. He leans in and catches my lower lip between his teeth, making something hungry inside me lurch. Yes. Now. Right here.

      He gets my pants off, then his hand is in my panties and that feels like an excellent plan because his fingers are touching me and that’s incredible…but it’s so squirmalicious that my legs start shaking, and that’s the flaw in the awesome standing-in-the-hall sex plan.

      The standing up part is hard when someone is playing my clit like a fine violin.

      “You’re so soft,” he whispers. “Perfect.”

      And whispering dirty, sweet, melt-me words in my ear.

      I whimper, and somehow—does he have a third hand?—he picks me up and carries me the rest of the way to my bed.

      “I’ve got you, wild thing. Trust the beast.” His fingers are wet as they trail over my thigh and find me again, slick and ready for him, and he kisses me. Rough and reckless, this kiss feels like. Rough and perfect.

      How can something be so random, so almost-impossible, so totally reckless…and still perfect? Still totally, completely, stretch-out-naked-for-a-stranger right?

      I tug his shirt out of his pants, and he pauses stroking me long enough to pull his belt off and shove it toward the foot of my bed, the heavy holsters on it clunking together. A cell phone tumbles out of one of them, but he doesn’t seem to care. As I work on his fly, he starts touching me again, and I don’t care about anything else, either.

      He uses two fingers this time, and two Jake fingers are significant. They’re long and thick, and the stretch is enough to make me gasp. Plus he knows just what to do with them. Where to stroke and where to push. When to crook and curve and reach until I’m shamelessly riding his hand to my second orgasm.

      And that’s when his phone rings.

      Of course it is.

      When my thighs are sticky and I’m half-naked and I still haven’t seen his mess up close and personal.

      He swears under his breath.

      “Do you have to…?” I trail off, because off course he has to. Otherwise he’d have turned it off or just ignored it. “It’s okay.”

      It doesn’t really feel okay, but that’s the right thing to say here.

      He shakes his head. “It’s fine.”

      But then another phone starts ringing. Who has two cell phones? He hesitates, his knuckles turning white as he grips the blanket next to my head, and I push him lightly toward the end of the bed.

      No way am I messing up this guy’s job just so I can get laid. “Answer it,” I say gently. “You can use the living room if you want.”

      A look passes over his face, the skin around his eyes getting tight for a second, and I can’t read it. Is he embarrassed about his job? Or is he in trouble, and he doesn’t want to get dressed down by his boss in front of me?

      “Or…”

      He grimaces and finishes my thought. “Yeah. I gotta go. I’m sorry. You have no idea how sorry I am.”

      I laugh weakly. “Well, I got mine. Twice. So…I’m sorry for you.” I look at his erection, still thick and heavy against the front of his boxer briefs, bulging out through the open fly of his uniform. So close.

      He tosses the phone he’d picked up aside and leans forward, catching me around the back of my neck. He kisses me hard on the mouth. “I got my fingers wet, Jana. And it was the best thing I’ve ever felt. My tongue is jealous. No way I’m not finishing this with you. I’ll be back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      I call my chief operating officer back as soon as I’m outside.

      “This better be mission critical,” I grind out, leaping into my truck. It’s cold and dark outside now, and as soon as the voice activated speaker takes over the call, I pull on my gloves.

      “Did I interrupt something important?” Neil asks in his endlessly cool drawl. Nothing ruffles his feathers, which is why he’s in charge of operations—but it’s also why I rarely hear from him outside of scheduled meetings.

      “Everything is important.” I take a deep breath. That’s disingenuous. Jana’s special on a different level than my standard mantra. Everything is important. Every task, every person, every part of the process from the bottom on up to the top. It’s what sets Aston Corp apart. I’ve said that so many times it comes out by rote now. And it’s true. Even if I was simply delivering packages, I would be doing a job worth doing with all my attention.

      Not that I was doing that.

      I was doing something else. Someone else. And when Neil takes a deep breath, a sinking feeling tells me I’m not coming back any time tonight. “We’ve got a problem. A need-you-back-in-New-York-now kind of problem.”
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      Twelve hours later, I stride out of the early morning frost and into the lobby of the Aston Corp building wearing a black Hugo Boss suit. Fitted, always. My real uniform. It’s still dark out, but my assistant meets me at the elevator with a cup of coffee and the latest brief the lawyers have put together for me. I grabbed two hours of sleep in the middle of the night, while my options were being investigated for legal minefields, but even though she’s changed, I’m not sure she got any rest.

      “Have you been here the entire time?”

      She shrugged. “Vince brought me a change of clothes and a bagel an hour ago.”

      “Your husband is a good man. But you need some rest. Today’s going to be a long day.”

      “You’ll make it up to me by approving an extra day of vacation at Christmas.”

      True story. “Who’s upstairs already?”

      She gestures for me to flip the paper over. I drain the last of my coffee as I read the list of names.

      “They’re all here?”

      “When you say jump, they all say how high.”

      I give her a scathing look, because if that were really true, we wouldn’t be in this mess.

      She shrugs. “Well, at least they pretend to.”

      I take another sip of coffee as the elevator rises past the eighteenth floor. Another few seconds. “I’ve missed your coffee, Cath.”

      “And my biting sarcasm?” she asks hopefully, trying to make a joke. Cath’s too sweet for sarcasm, but I don’t bother to burst that bubble.

      “You still need to work on that. Put that in your next performance review for me to sign.”

      “Will do.” She hesitates. “Sorry this happened while you were in Baltimore.”

      I grimace. I know it’s not logical to worry that it happened because I was away—it turns out the SwiftEx executive team had been corrupt for years, at a bone-deep level—but yeah…playtime is over. “That’s life.”

      “Good luck in there. I’m going check in with security, then I’ll be at my desk.”

      I hand her my now-empty coffee mug as the doors open, then stride away from her, cold, hard anger pumping through my veins.

      Waiting outside the boardroom is my legal team. I give them a curt nod, then they fall into place behind me.

      There’s nothing like the chill of a boardroom full of jerks who think they’re alpha. And for years, these smarmy idiots were bullet-proof. When nobody is looking too closely at your books, you can get away with a lot of trash.

      Heck, we had looked closely at the SwiftEx accounting during the takeover and we’d still missed it. Shell corporations and more than a decade of layering lies…

      But this is Aston Corp. This is the towering citadel in the sky that I built. In this building, in this room, I’m the alpha.

      I give one hard, unyielding look around the room before saying, “Gentleman. Thank you so much for coming in at this early hour. You’re all fired.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      After he left last night, Jake sent flowers.

      Really nice flowers, too—hydrangeas in early December aren’t cheap, and I don’t think orchids are ever cheap. I really wanted something else from him, but he had to go. Something urgent’s come up, the card on the flowers said. Below it was a phone number with a New York area code.

      I sent him a thank you text with a picture of the flowers, and he sent one back promising to let me know when he was back in town.

      I’d gone to sleep filled with a weird, bittersweet happiness. My spontaneous hook-up had gone from uncomplicated and hot to super-complicated and sweet. But this morning…I don’t know, but something feels different.

      My phone chirps at me from the bedside table and I grab for it. I ignore the irrational stab of disappointment when it’s Nina and not Jake.

      
        Nina: When are you coming to the city again? I need to go to Belgium the week before Christmas.

        Jana: Not until the first week of January now. My meeting keeps moving.

        Nina: Oh, phew. I was worried I’d be away.

        Jana: It’s all good. Hey…you can stop sending me cat toys now, by the way. Hot Delivery Guy went out of town.

        Nina: What cat toys?

        Jana: Shut up.

      

      The next text message is just a cartoon of a cat on its back, laughing. I roll my eyes and climb out of bed. The phone rings as I’m brewing my first cup of coffee.

      She’s still laughing. “I’m surprised it took you that long to call me out on it.”

      I look at the flowers, tucked carefully in the corner of the counter so the cats won’t knock them over. “I was busy.”

      “In a knockin’ boots kind of way?”

      “In a none of your business way. What are you going to Belgium for?” I open the pantry door and pull out the cat food. Breakfast for everyone, and they know it. I feed them while Nina tells me about her work trip, then I put on toast and turn the TV on, keeping the volume down.

      “So yeah, it’ll be kind of a whirlwind trip, but I get to go through Paris, and that’s fun.”

      “Sounds like it. I bet—” I stop mid-sentence, because something caught my eye on the TV. I’m not sure what at first. There’s a newscaster talking about the CEO of Aston Corp, and the photo over her shoulder is the company’s logo. But then it changes as she talks. SwiftEx. Maybe that was it. “Hang on, Nina.” I turn up the volume. “Sorry, there’s something on the news about SwiftEx.”

      She giggles. “And just because your crush delivers for them…”

      “I’m just staying current on the news, that’s all. Shush.”

      Apparently most of the executive team from SwiftEx was fired this morning by the parent company that recently bought them. The newscaster recaps those details, then says, “We’ll go now to the lobby of the Aston Corp building here in New York where founder and CEO, Jake Aston, is holding a press conference.”

      “What channel?” Nina asks, but I can’t answer her, because Jake is on TV.

      My Jake.

      Of the flowers and orgasms and pretending to be a regular Joe at my doorway for the last three weeks.

      Jake Aston knows what I look like mostly naked.

      Oh my goodness. Jake Aston knows what I look like when I come.

      “I gotta go,” I whisper, then hang up the phone, because there’s no way I can explain this without sounding like a crazy stalker.

      I look at the flowers again, then the television screen. I move closer, my hand shaking as I try to find Jake’s text message again.

      
        Jake: I’ll let you know when I’m back in town.

      

      I hadn’t replied yet, because I was playing it cool and thanking him for the flowers was enough.

      But what do I do now? Do I tell him I’ve seen him on TV? Do I…not? Can I keep pretending that I don’t know who he really is?

      I sit down on the ottoman in front of the TV. A cat leaps into my lap and I absently scratch Larken behind the ears as I devour Jake-in-a-suit with my eyes.

      I like him in his uniform, but this? This is off the charts hot.

      And then I feel a crazy pang of guilt. He doesn’t want me to know who he is. He wants to be just Jake, at the door. If he wanted me to know who he was, he’d have found a way to tell me.

      The next thought to slam through me is…he doesn’t want me to know for a reason. Anonymous hook-ups followed by a generous bouquet of flowers is probably his modus operandi.

      I look down at the phone in my hand. Right. No replying to his text. Maybe he’ll be in touch, maybe he won’t. But he’s not really SwiftEx driver who lives in Baltimore, so does it really matter?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      
        Christmas Eve

      

      “Should I even ask if you’re doing anything for the holidays?” Cath asks as she sets the leather folder of letters for me to sign at the right-hand side of my desk.

      I don’t look up. “I’m going to my mother’s for dinner tomorrow.”

      “And tonight?”

      “I don’t want to have dinner with you and Vince.”

      She laughs. “Vince is working, and I’m going to Mass with his parents. I assume you’re not interested. It was more of a general reminder that tonight isn’t a night to be working.”

      I glance up. “Of course not. I’m heading out soon.”

      It’s a lie, but she lets it go.

      Once I sign everything, she disappears again, and I reach for my phone. I’ve only texted Jana once since I came back to New York, after she thanked me for the flowers. Something’s held me back from reaching out again. I don’t want to make any false promises to her. The reality is I’m needed here. I’m probably not going to be able to return to my undercover boss routine, ever. That doesn’t mean I’m not going to find a way to see her again…but it hasn’t happened this month and I feel like trash about that.

      But I’d feel even worse if I didn’t reach out to the one person I’d actually like to spend tonight with.

      
        Jake: Merry Christmas, beautiful.

      

      She replies almost right away.

      
        Jana: Hey! Merry Christmas to you as well. I wasn’t sure if I’d hear from you.

        Jake: Sorry about the radio silence.

      

      What do I say next? I miss you? You’re the first person I thought of when my assistant pointed out how sad and lonely my life is? I settle for something way less emo.

      
        Jake: I’m still out of town.

        Jana: Me too, actually. Flew to my parents’ for a week.

        Jake: Where’s that?

        Jana: Vermont. They’re ski nuts.

        Jake: Do you ski?

        Jana: Sometimes. I brought work with me.

      

      I laugh. Maybe I miss her because for all our differences, we’ve got a lot in common. Both workaholics.

      
        Jake: Sounds about right.

        Jana: I’m being summoned for a rousing game of Monopoly. But…you should text me again soon.

        Jake: I will. Drink some hot apple cider or something for me.

      

      I wait until the building is empty, then I call and place an order for Chinese food to pick up on my way home. I go to sleep thinking about playing strip Monopoly with Jana. Trading railway properties for sexual favors. That morphs into a fantasy of a Christmas Eve not spent in a sterile Upper West Side co-op, but in Jana’s cozy apartment in Baltimore. Stockings hung for cats and kittens and humans alike. Cookies for Santa and over-the-top Christmas decorations everywhere.

      Never in my life have I been a sentimental man.

      But my last thought as I drift off is that I should probably find an evening to fly up to Vermont this week.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      
        Four days after Christmas

      

      I’m trying to decide between a fuzzy sweater and a cute plaid shirt—both Christmas presents to myself that I bought in the village yesterday—when my sister yells up the stairs. “Jana, you’ve got a delivery!”

      Ugh. Sometimes I hate how accessible I’ve made myself to my company. There’s not even anyone really there this week. A skeleton staff answering phones and fielding emails, but my editor and director and the VP they report to are all on vacation.

      That didn’t stop me from agreeing to proof a couple of card designs so they could go into production the first week of January.

      Almost everything we do is digital these days, but as the artist with my signature in the corner of the design, I have it worked into my contract that I get to sign off on a physical proof of the final copy before they go into the full print run.

      It’s important, and a quality assurance step I wouldn’t want to give up. But it means that I need to have a quick turnaround on my approvals, and be accessible wherever I am in the world. When I went to Italy for my birthday last year, clearing those two weeks from my schedule was surprisingly difficult.

      I need to get better at the whole work-life balance thing or I’m never going to have a social life.

      And no, almost banging a billionaire doesn’t count, because after the almost-banging, he disappeared from my life—which just proves that I’m attracted to workaholics just like myself.

      It’s so freaking unhealthy.

      What I should do is check these cards out, approve them online, and then get out there on the ski hill. Meet a ski bum and find a way to drop the hint that I’m an easy lay.

      I’m not, really. Or at least I haven’t been historically. Jake is the fourth guy I’ve ever been with. But I was totally easy for him. Maybe it’s the start of a new and exciting trend.

      I grab the sweater, then throw it back on the bed. The plaid shirt over a tank top would show off some cleavage. Probably covering my entire torso in an inch of fluff is the wrong message to send if I want to get over Jake with the help of a snowboarder.

      I pick up the sweater again. Nope. I don’t want to do that. Not yet.

      “Jana!” My sister sounds exasperated now.

      Great. I take a deep breath as I round the top of the staircase.

      “I can just sign for her,” she says, and I shake my head. I already know what the driver’s going to say.

      “Sorry, ma’am, but this requires the recipient’s signature only.”

      I trip over my feet, because while I was totally expecting those words, I was not expecting that voice.

      Jake.

      In Vermont.

      Then I smile.

      Really, really big. Because how is he going to explain suddenly having a delivery route in Vermont, at my parents’ ski chalet?

      I smirk to myself and hurry down the last flight of stairs. For the first time in a week, I don’t curse the fact I had to sleep in the small bedroom on the third floor. Otherwise he’d have had the upper hand in this encounter, and after three weeks of almost complete silence, that wouldn’t be right.

      Of course, he did call me beautiful on Christmas Eve. That was nice. On the other hand, we haven’t spoken again. He doesn’t know how lucky he is that I’m wearing the fluffy sweater.

      “Jana!” My sister turns as she hollers, and I stop right in front of her.

      “Yes?”

      “Delivery.” She points to the door. “But…”

      I step around her and check Jake out for myself. Oh, I get the but now. He does in fact have a package for me—and not the dirty kind. A familiar cardboard box is in one hand, and his SwiftEx clipboard is in the other.

      Something important is missing, though. “Where’s your uniform?” I ask, swinging the door open.

      He steps inside, suddenly taking up all the room in the small foyer. Big and broad and impeccable in black. Intense, too. Suit-Jake operates at a different level than Uniform-Jake. His jaw flexes as he gives a little shrug. “Too cold in Vermont. They banned them.”

      My lips twitch. Suit-Jake has a dry sense of humor. “And gave you all Armani suits instead?”

      “It’s Hugo Boss.” He gives me a weird look and I give him one right back. He grins. “Hi.”

      And there’s the Jake I know. The butterflies that had flocked to the ready in my tummy now take off. “Hi.”

      He holds my gaze for a moment, then drops his attention to my lips—shivers—and then breaks away to look around the foyer. “So…skiing, huh?”

      I want to drag him to a dark corner and kiss him senseless, but I don’t know where we stand. So I take the more sensible approach and stick with the cover story he’s provided. I point to the package. “Actually, I have work to do. So if you want me to sign for that…”

      He hands over the clipboard and I gesture for my sister to close the door behind him. I ignore the what the heck look she’s trying to shoot me. I don’t know what exactly is going on here, either, but the parts I do know are mine and mine alone.

      He leans in as I scrawl my name. His voice is low and tugs at something hot and hungry inside me. “Any chance you’re free for lunch?”

      Yes, are you crazy? Of course I am. But I don’t say that. I smile to myself and keep my face down. He doesn’t need to see how pleased I am. “You don’t have other deliveries to make?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Oh?” It’s mock-innocence. I can put the pieces together. I know he pulled some rank to bring me this package. I know who he is, and he’s obviously not pretending anymore, but he hasn’t said that, and it’s weird. I know you’re worth the GDP of a few small nations, and that’s kind of freaky. Yeah, I can’t bring it up. I’ll bungle it.

      “Jana…” His voice is suddenly low, rough, and loaded with meaning.

      I slowly lift my head.

      “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

      “I…” I do a quick mental count of the rooms in the condo. My room is technically private, but it’s up on the third floor and that feels very high-school for the conversation I think we’re going to have.

      There’s no way I want to traipse a billionaire up three flights of stairs to sit on a twin bed and have a conversation I’m sure my brother and sister will try to eavesdrop on through the ventilation system.

      I shake my head. “Not really.”

      He nods. “Okay. We could go to Starbucks. I saw one back there in the Santa’s Village-esque center of town.”

      Uh… He’s dressed like something straight out of Wall Street and I’m… I glance down. Okay, I’m presentable. I’m wearing black leggings and these extra-long wool socks that look like men’s work socks, with the red stripe around the top, but they’re the perfect length to peek out the top of tall boots.

      It was the perfect outfit when I was planning to hit that very same Starbucks to do some work.

      Now it’s leggings next to Hugo Boss.

      We’re so mismatched it’s not funny. But I don’t want to do this here, so Starbucks it is. I grab my parka, pull on my boots, and follow him outside.

      Instead of a SwiftEx truck, there’s a stretch limo at the foot of the path.

      I skid to a halt.

      He stops with me, even though it’s thirty degrees out and he’s not wearing a coat. “What is it?”

      “I miss the uniform,” I blurt out. “And the truck. I can handle that Jake. He was—”

      “More your type?”

      “Not exactly.” More my league, but I don’t want to say that out loud. I don’t want to point out how not in his league I am.

      “Funny story.” He steps closer and tugs at the open edges of my coat. “I’m not really a SwiftEx driver.”

      “Yeah, I got that.”

      “Was it the suit?”

      “Well, I don’t know if it was the same suit. Probably not. You probably wear them once and then donate them to homeless vets. But yeah, it was a suit. On you. On the news.”

      “Ah.” He has the good graces to look chagrined. “How long have you known?”

      “The morning after…” Goodness, why am I blushing? It so doesn’t matter. “You know.”

      “I had to go back to New York.”

      “I saw.”

      “I’m sorry for not being honest.”

      “Whatever. I bet telling chicks you’re rich is kind of weird.”

      “They usually just know.”

      “Oh, great.”

      He laughs, and I don’t want him to laugh. I don’t want him to be comfortable with this reality because I am so not. “Jana, I’ve missed you.”

      “Okay.”

      “That’s all you’ve got?”

      “Well, I’m…funny. And you know, my sock collection is amazing. So yeah, of course it makes sense that you missed me. Your life is obviously lacking in jokes and socks.”

      He leans in, his breath puffing in the freezing air, but he doesn’t seem to care. “Very much so.”

      “Jake—”

      Whatever protest I was going to weakly offer disappears as he kisses me. It’s rough, but it’s right, too. The confusing push and pull between excitement over seeing him and nerves over not being enough fades as he hauls me close. One arm wraps around my hips, the other around my shoulders, and his grip is possessive. I like that, a lot. But the best part is the slightly out of control way he pulls at my lower lip with his teeth before teasing into my mouth with his tongue, hot and dirty and demanding.

      Like he just can’t help himself.

      And the groan he makes as I lick back at him, because I’m hungry for this too? That’s amazing. I press up on my toes. I want him to make that sound again. I want to make him make all the sounds.

      Groans. Grunts. Dirty words that slide into desperate moans.

      We don’t need to go to Starbucks. We need to be alone, stat. “Jake,” I whisper as I lick my way out of his mouth.

      He squeezes my butt as he drops his head to my neck. “I know. Coffee.”

      “No.” Goodness, no. “How discreet is your driver?”

      Between us, his erection flexes. He exhales roughly. “I’ve got a hotel room.”

      “That’s even better.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      I had a whole seduction plan, but that’s gone out the window. Good. Plans are overrated.

      My driver is waiting when we reach the car. I give him a terse instruction to take us to the hotel, then help Jana into the warm limo.

      Then I tug her into my lap and out of her parka.

      She looks like she walked off the cover of a Land’s End catalogue, if Land’s End sold sex. I tell her that and she laughs.

      “I’ve missed that sound,” I say tightly, because every part of me is wound up right now.

      “Oh?” She leans in and brushes her lips against mine. “You could have called.”

      “I should have.” I catch her lower lip between my teeth and her breath hitched. “I was busy. Not an excuse, but I couldn’t spare the time to come and explain in person, and I didn’t want to…pretend.”

      Instead of pulling away, she leans in and kisses me, slow and deep. She licks her way into my mouth, and I think, this is not the same woman I left in Baltimore. When she eases back, it’s only far enough to look at me. She slowly slides her index finger across my bottom lip, wet from her mouth. “Here’s the thing, Mr. Aston.” She catches the corner of her lip, her top teeth sinking into pink flesh, and beneath her lap my cock thumps his approval of her using my whole name. “This might surprise you to know, but all the major news networks do a pretty comprehensive job of covering your companies. I don’t always pay attention, but now that I know who you are, I take note. So I know you’ve been busy.”

      That’s more of a pass than I deserve, but I don’t care. I’ll take it. And the name works for me in a big way, too. “Call me that again.”

      “Mr. Aston?” Her voice is all breathy now. I don’t care if she’s putting it on for effect.

      “Yeah.” I’m reduced to caveman grunts.

      She sways toward me again and I grip her hips. Every sense is heightened as her body brushes against mine. It’s like a drug. I want more of her nearness. More of her body, more of her scent.

      Idiot. I guide her exactly where I want her and it feels dang perfect. Her leggings are thin enough for me to feel the curve of her muscles, the softness of her rear, and right against where my cock strains at my suit pants, the heat of her pussy.

      I don’t grind into her. I don’t need to. I’m thick and hard, and the way she’s breathing, she knows it. I curse again in my head, and maybe out loud, because she jerks her gaze back to my face.

      We’re in the backseat of a limo and the tension is zapping like we might strip down right here. Can’t wait five minutes.

      I wouldn’t even need to get her naked.

      I could—

      The limo pulls to a stop and Jana jolts, then scrambles off my lap as she lets out a quiet, nervous giggle and pulls on her parka.

      Yeah. Incredible, but even the jolt of reality does nothing for my erection. I cup the back of my neck and think about stock numbers.

      That helps right up until she puts her hand on my knee. “Come on then, Mr. Aston. Show me your fancy hotel room.”

      I let her lead until we’re in the lobby, which is nice, but not the Plaza. Then I press my hand into the small of her back and guide her to the elevator. “It’s not that fancy,” I murmur against the curve of her ear. “But it’s private. And that’s all that matters.”

      At the base of her neck, her pulse jumps.

      That makes up for everything about this rustic Christmas-themed town that doesn’t have a decent penthouse.

      “So we’ve determined that I’ve been busy, and lonely.” I grin down at her as she leans into my side. “You’ve been good?”

      We’re alone on the elevator, but she still pauses before she answers. “I’ve been…distracted.”

      “By?” I slide her parka open. Her sweater underneath—fuzzy, pale pink sabotage for questing fingers—limits what I can do, but her collarbone is bare.

      She shudders as I trace the edge of where her sweater meets her creamy skin. “You. What we didn’t do that afternoon.” She licks her lips as I raise a line of goosebumps. “What I want you to do—”

      Ding.

      The elevator doors slide open and I guide her out, my legs moving fast now, because there are a lot of ways she could end that sentence and I like every single one.

      I’ve got a loft suite at the end of the hall. Halfway down the hall, Jana twists to look at me, a smile on her face, and my hand slips from her back to her elbow.

      She turns her arm and as my hand drops, she slides her fingers through mine and squeezes my hand.

      I want to harass this girl into next week. I want to get on my knees and bury my face between her legs. I want her screaming my name because I’m sucking on her belly.

      But her holding my hand hits me on a whole different level.

      There’s what I want to do—so much, over and over again—and then there’s this, which is sweet, and probably unconscious for her.

      It reminds me we come from two different worlds. There isn’t much about me that’s sweet. I’m ruthless. Demanding.

      And when it comes to Jana, I already know I’m hungry. Maybe just as much for the sweet as anything else.

      I glance up and down the hall. We’re alone.

      “Come here.” I pull her to me, keeping our hands together. Her eyes widen and her lips part. Making her react like that? Addictive. I lift her fingers to my mouth and kiss her knuckles, then press her back against the wall as she exhales. Another sound I love. She stretches onto her toes as I slide our hands up the wall, pinning her in place.

      Then I kiss her. Hard, fast. Demanding and hungry. Ruthlessly. I put everything I am into the kiss, showing her with my mouth what I don’t know how to say out loud. I’m a hard man who wants to take everything she has.

      I’m not adorable.

      I’ve never been into hand-holding, although if anyone could convince me otherwise, it’ll be Jana. Heck, she may have done it with one touch.

      She says my name when I pull back. Her voice is breathy and hitching, and her lips are swollen.

      Our hands are still entwined and pressed against the wall.

      I want to lean in and kiss her again. She has other ideas.

      “What are you waiting for?” She wiggles her fingers free and slides out from under my arm. “I believe I was promised a private hotel room where we could act out all my filthy fantasies.”

      Okay, so maybe she’s not a completely incurable romantic. I slide my room key out of my pocket and wrap my arm around her, palming her rear as I scoop her into my side

      She leans right into me and brings her mouth to my ear as I try to get the door open. “I owe you an orgasm, Mr. Aston.”

      Right. Game on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      In any wild and crazy plan, there’s a moment when you realize, oh shoot, I don’t actually know what I’m doing.

      Given that this is my second middle of the day hook-up with Jake, I shouldn’t be nervous. And I’m doing a bang-up job of pretending I’m not. Fake it ’til you make it is something I’m really good at.

      But I can’t trick myself that much, and I’m totally faking it.

      I don’t know what I’m doing as he opens the door to a decidedly not-fancy hotel room, not that I care in the least. Heck, the limo was nicer than most hotel rooms I’ve stayed in. And frankly, all I can see right now is Jake and his wicked, sinful grin.

      A grin that says I owe him a…blow job? Hand job? Bent over the couch job?

      I’m down for all of that, but do I just do it? Drop to my knees? Actually, that sounds like a great idea. Sink to your knees, I tell myself, but I don’t pay attention, because I can’t move. I’m pinned in place by that grin as the door clicks shut and Jake prowls toward me.

      His hands unbutton his suit jacket. That is ridiculously hot. I like the uniform. But I think I lied when I told him I missed it. This whole suit thing really works for me. The perfect tailoring. The casual way he shrugs it off and hangs it over a chair.

      His gaze never leaves my face as he magics away my parka—poof—and then lifts me up, his hands on my hips, my rear. He carries me through the suite, kissing me like he just can’t get enough.

      Okay, this is good. This is familiar I-can’t-get-enough-either territory. And I’m happy for him to take charge again. He knows what he’s doing, clearly.

      But… “Do you want me to—”

      He spanks my rear as he plants a foot on the first step of the stairs. “I want you to hold on tight, wild thing. I haven’t forgotten the beast fantasy.”

      Incredible.

      Incredible.

      Yes. Okay, this has to be a dream, because I am not this lucky. I squeeze my thighs around his hips and wrap my arms tighter around his neck, but he’s got me. He takes the stairs quickly, and the next thing I know, he’s laying me down on a bed.

      A really big bed.

      In a big, private room.

      It’s totally quiet, and I can’t hear any of the hotel noise.

      Which means probably nobody is going to hear our noise, either. “Wow,” I breathe. “So we’re alone. And…orgasms are imminent.”

      He grins down at me at the same time as he slides a hand under my sweater. “That’s the plan.”

      I shiver as he ghosts his palm up the trembling flat of my stomach, over the curve of my ribs, and finds my aching breast. His gaze turns hooded and dark as he traces around my nipple, then tighter to the peak as I arch into his touch.

      Touching. I want to do that, too.

      “Take off your shirt,” I whisper.

      He makes a noncommittal noise and leans in to kiss me. I let him, because I’m easy like that. But I really want to see him naked.

      “Please?” I ask when he moves to my neck.

      He groans and pushes up.

      I reward him by pulling off my sweater.

      He groans again, and yes, those are the sounds I want. More of that. More of that reckless, need-you-now intensity. I kick off my boots, sending them flying across the room, then pull my legs up. It’s hard to make stripping off long woolen socks sexy, but I do my best as he starts on the buttons of his shirt.

      I knew he was hot. I’ve touched myself imagining what he looks like under his uniform. But my imagination had nothing on the reality of how broad his shoulders are, how muscled he is and how perfect his abs are.

      So.. Lickable.

      I do exactly that. I scramble onto all fours and kiss his abs as I help him with his belt. I want him all the way naked.

      The feeling is mutual, because he tugs my cami over my head, but that just tangles my arms up and suddenly we’re both laughing.

      “So desperate to have you naked against me,” he growls, flipping me onto my back. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a condom packet, which he flips onto the pillow.

      I have no filter, so I commented, “You were prepared.”

      “I had unfinished business with your sweet little pussy. Take off your pants.”

      I wiggle out of them, taking my panties with them, because there’s nothing fancy about those. They go with the suite, and therefore belong on its floor.

      Since I finish first, I can watch him peel himself out of his suit pants, then his black boxer briefs. He’s gorgeous, every single inch. His legs are incredible, long and muscled, and his hips make me swallow an inhuman sound.

      All of that pales to what’s between his legs, though—well not literally. Right now it’s bobbing in the air.

      And it’s huge.

      I reach for him and wrap my fingers around the nicest looking erection I’ve ever seen. Hands-down. It’s a work of art. Warm and hard, thick and perfect. But big. He’s hung like a donkey.

      No, that’s not a sexy thought. Idiot. Oh, garbage, brain. Turn around. Go somewhere else.

      Jake wraps his hand around mine, probably since I haven’t moved it. Hand job fail. He strokes himself slowly, using my hand, and I gasp. Oh, the heat of him feels so good under my palm.

      But he mistakes my gasp, because he stops and drops beside me. “What is it?”

      I can’t form all the words I want to say. I want you in my mouth. I want you inside me. I want I want I want… Instead, out pops my first reaction. “You’re really big.”

      “Are you panicking?” His eyebrows shoot up and he grins. “You know I’ve heard that it always fits, and there’s no reason—”

      I press my fingers against his lips because oh my goodness, no, I’m not worried about that. I can’t wait for that. “I’m only panicking about my overactive imagination and limited vocabulary, and the unfortunate collision of the two that made me think that you’re hung like a donkey.”

      His face freezes in this comical exaggeration of confusion. Eyebrows up and pulled together, his mouth twisting into a what-the-heck expression that makes me think I’ve just ruined my first and last hookup with a billionaire. Well, second and last if I count our first time, but I didn’t know he was a billionaire then.

      And I hadn’t seen his cock.

      “But…” His face slowly relaxes and he gives me a cocky, rubbish-eating grin. “Is a donkey really that hung?”

      My brain stutters on his question. What?

      “I mean, really…you don’t think I’m hung like a horse?” He leans in and lets his very heavy, still very hard erection bump into my leg. “Maybe a stallion? What’s this donkey trash about?”

      I gape up at him and he starts to laugh.

      I laugh, too, and none of it does anything to change the totally ready state of his definitely impressive erection.

      “Right. Stallion. So big it stunned me a little,” I whisper, trying to regain some semblance of dignity here.

      But there’s no room for dignity. Just laughter and heat, oh, yeah, that bubbling heat that hadn’t left and now is roaring right back. Because he’s lowered himself onto me and it’s all skin-on-skin, sending skittering whispers of sensation throughout my body.

      “So big it made your mouth water?” he asks, leading me on.

      “Yes,” I breathe.

      “So big it made you wet?”

      “Yes.”

      “So big it made you crazy?”

      “Jake!” I spread my legs around him and press my pussy against him, showing him how wet and crazy I am.

      He grabs the condom and I roll it on him with shaking fingers as he slides his fingers between my legs. I’m totally ready, and with an unsteady stroke of my hand down his length, so is he.

      “Put me inside you, Jana.” His voice is husky, his words slow and heady. I tilt my hips and slide him through my wetness as he cups my cheek, moving over me. That feels good, just rubbing together, but I want more. All it takes is a little rock, and his thick tip is notched at my entrance, already stretching me.

      I gasp as he pushes in, forging his space inside me. Oh goodness… A rush of heat sweeps through me as he takes over, pressing my legs up and wide. Opening me up so he can stake his claim.

      “Ahhh, yeah. Wild thing. So good.” He groans as his balls slap against me, then thrusts again, deepening the delicious ache inside me.

      He inhales roughly as he moves his hips slowly, easing in and out until I’m rocking with him.

      “Good?” This time it’s a question, and I nod. So good.

      “Perfect,” I breathe.

      “Right. You make me want to lose control, you know that?”

      I tangle my fingers in his hair and bring my mouth to his. “I don’t want control. I just want you.”

      With a hiss, he pulls my lower lip into his mouth and sucks as he pistons his cock into me, harder this time.

      I make a helpless whimper that he clearly likes, because he throbs inside me and thrusts again, fast now. Rough and intense. Our mouths slide back and forth, not really kissing., Maybe. Sloppy and wet, but it’s so hot. I want him everywhere. I want his mouth, and his hands. I want his breath.

      “You feel so good,” he mutters. His gaze is hypnotic, holding my eyes as he pins me down. “So tight. So hot. Idiot, I have to taste you.”

      And then he’s out of me, and I’m crying out, because I’m so empty without that solidness inside me, I’m floating and crazy and I need him—

      But then he gives me his tongue.

      He licks me, up one side and then the other, before circling my clit and sliding right down the middle. He licks me like he’s starving, then he softens his tongue and tortures me. I’m begging him for his cock, his tongue, his fingers, and he’s making all sorts of wild, dirty promises.

      In this moment, I believe every single one of them. He’s a sex superhero.

      “Come for me, wild thing. Come on my fingers. Come on my face. Then I’m going to forget you so hard you’re going to come again on my cock. That’ll be round one.”

      Round one? An insane kind of storm starts inside me. A crazy, delicious twisting of promises and hope and base, dirty feelings. His fingers thrust into me as his tongue works all the spots he’s found on my pussy that make me squirm—more than I knew existed, especially as he licks around his fingers, holy bananas. And it starts, deep inside. Slowly I turn into liquid fuel.

      All it takes is a match. A spark.

      A thrust of his fingers and a final swipe of his tongue, and I explode. Human combustion is a real thing and I may have just killed Jake with my thighs.

      Maybe not, though. He is a superhero, after all. And he’s soaring too, above me.

      Inside me again. Pushing into me, through me. He keeps me flying while he loses himself, while he starts shaking and loses all rhythm, but that’s okay. It’s good to know superheroes are human too, especially when they’ve seen you stripped bare.

      When they’ve seen you stripped back to your desperate, human need.

      I cling to him as he surges into me and shudders, coming hard inside me.

      I force myself to let him go as he rolls to the side, holding on to the condom.

      And then relief quakes though me hard as he pulls me right against him, skin-to-skin again, because it took everything in me to stop clinging and I need this.

      He whispers my name.

      I need that, too.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he says, his voice almost nothing.

      I kiss his sweat-damp chest. “Thank you. For the sex…and the compliment.”

      He laughs weakly. “Oh, Jana. Goodness, you’re funny. And sexy.”

      I should like the beautiful compliment more, maybe. But this one heats up my cheeks. “Keep ’em coming, Mr. Aston. I’m very agreeable to nice things being said about me.”

      “I’ve got a long list, wild thing.” He rolls into me and kisses me, his lips soft and warm. He tastes like sex. “We’ll cover a few more of them after the next round.”

      “You were serious about that?” I grin. “I’m not complaining.”

      “Good. Because we’re doing that over and over again.” He crawls down my body, nipping at my belly, then he licks the crease between my thigh and my pussy. “Until every inch of you smells like me, and every inch of me is marked by you.”

      I tip my head back. Yes please.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      Round three is in the shower.

      Jake pins me against the wall and touches me all over until I’m begging for his cock and then he gives me that, hard and fast.

      Now we’re lying on the bed, towels lazily wrapped around us. Sort of wrapped. Jake’s trying to get at my breasts and I’m giggling. I’m also not giving up any sort of fight, because the way he touches me is magic.

      This moment, right now, is heaven. I will remember this feeling—of being wanted, of being worshiped—for the rest of my life.

      “Get on top of me,” he whispers. He gets this look on his face, his eyes half-hooded and his lips flushed, when he has a dirty idea. I’ve seen it three times so far today, and I’m totally ready for a fourth. I straddle his hips and wrap my hand around his erection.

      I’m not shaking anymore. I love the feel of him in my hand. And I know what he wants when he asks me to be on top. He wants my belly hanging in his face. I give him that for a minute. Watching his face soften as my nipples brush his lips is thrilling—but I have something else I want to do even more.

      I give him butterfly kisses down his neck. He swallows hard as I lick the hollow of his collarbone. My tongue makes him react like that. This is amazing. I move down, exploring his pecs, then the ridges of his abs as he holds still for me. He holds still for me.

      I’d pinch myself but I don’t want to wake up.

      When I reach the hard plane of his lower abdomen, I slow down. This has always been my favorite part of the male body—well, the male bodies I see on Pinterest. I’ve never been up close and personal with a body like this before in real life. The three guys that came—and went—before Jake were ordinary in every way.

      Jake is extraordinary in every way, including his abs.

      Using the tip of my tongue, I trace a vein that pops out from the firm skin. Below my chin, his cock pulses, lifting a bit and bumping against me. I can’t resist such an obvious invitation to hold him in my hand again.

      “Jana…” He groans and lifts his head as I brush my lips closer to the base of his erection.

      “Yes?” I ask innocently.

      “You’re killing me.”

      “So I should stop?”

      He reaches for me and tangles his fingers in my hair. “Suck my cock, woman.”

      Since he asked so nicely… I shift lower and give him a chaste little kiss just beneath the thick, pink crown.

      I get another groan for that, but when a bead of pre-come appears, and I lick it up, the protest turns to an appreciative shudder and he shuts up.

      I still take my time. Torture is a lot of fun when I’m in control.

      That first taste gets into my bloodstream, though, and it fires me up. I want all of him in my mouth. I’ve never been hungry for a man like this. I didn’t think it was possible to need something as strongly as I want to suck on him in this moment.

      I’m really torturing both of us as I lick around the head, pointing the tip of my tongue at the delicate tissue underneath. Cosmo articles are flashing through my mind. “How to Drive Him Wild In Three Easy Steps.”

      I shift my balance so I can get both hands involved. One around his erection, the other free to play. I touch his abs, his legs. The crease between his thigh and his balls, and then I cup his sac as I finally open my mouth around him and slide him along my tongue.

      He gets even bigger, even harder, as I start to move.

      His hands tighten in my hair, and he urges me on. Faster, deeper. Deeper. Goodness, that makes me wet again. The scent of him explodes at the back of my mouth and turns me into a lust-crazed blow-job pro. It gets sloppy and desperate, and it’s so good—for both of us—that I think I could write my own magazine article. How to Thrill a Billionaire—In the Bedroom!

      I start to giggle, which throws me off my rhythm and Jake thrusts into my mouth at the wrong moment, making me gag a little, but I recover like a champ and he doesn’t even know.

      More tips flood to the front of my mind. He likes the hand twist as I bob up and down. He loves a quick double-suck when I’m as low as I can go. And he love-hates it when I pull off, a string of saliva connecting the tip of my tongue to his cock. “Good?” I whisper, making sure my breath brushes his sensitive skin.

      He answers by hauling my mouth back onto his cock.

      It doesn’t take long to take him the rest of the way. His hips get out of control right at the end, his thighs bunch into hard blocks of muscle, and the words that spill out of his mouth are perfectly filthy.

      “Idiot, yes. Goodness, suck me. So good. Idiot. Dirty little mouth. Wanna come on your tongue. Incredible. Idiot. Yes. Harder. Oh, fuuuuck—”

      I swallow every last drop.

      “Sorry about making you gag,” he whispers into my hair after he drags me up his body.

      Okay, so he knew. Still a champ. I kiss his chest. “No biggie.”

      “You could have stopped.”

      “Never.”

      Whew. I mean that in more ways than one. More ways than are healthy, but whatever. That’s a problem for tomorrow.

      I smooth my hand down his side and breathe in the subtle scent of lingering sex. Need to stock up on dirty memories.

      “You hungry?” he asks, his eyes still shut.

      I yawn. “Maybe. Could use coffee, actually.”

      I just want to touch him and lick him and never, ever have to put clothes on.

      But we’ve been in bed all afternoon and Starbucks isn’t on the room service menu. Plus I think Jake has to leave soon, and when he tells me that, I want to be wearing clothes. Some kind of armor because I don’t want him to go and I know that’s not an option.

      “Not room service coffee,” I say more specifically. “Do you want to walk to Starbucks?”

      He opens one eye and grins at me. “I think you do.”

      “And you?”

      He flips me over and kisses my spine. “I want you up on all fours. Once you come for me, you can get your fancy drink.”
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      I get a peppermint mocha instead.

      Jake gets a cappuccino with an extra shot of espresso in it. He smirks when the barista says she can’t do the extra shot after lunch or she’s up all night. “That’s the plan,” he murmurs, for my ears only. “All night.”

      At some point, I’ll need to tell my family I’ve been kidnapped by a billionaire and have no intention of returning to the condo until he returns to his real life.

      But right now, I’m on what feels suspiciously like a first date with Jake, and nothing is going to interfere with that.

      When we dragged ourselves from bed and got dressed, he didn’t put the suit back on. Instead, he’s wearing dark jeans, a different dress-shirt, and the nicest accessories I’ve ever seen on a guy. Brown leather boots, a similar leather belt, a watch that probably cost more than my car, a cashmere scarf that he totally pulls off, and a fitted wool jacket that he probably could have worn when he came to find me, but I get why he didn’t.

      But this guy, who just stepped out of the pages of GQ, held my hand the entire walk to Starbucks.

      And now he’s holding out a chair at a private-ish table in the corner.

      This is totally a date.

      I blush as I sit down.

      It doesn’t matter that we’ve had sex a half-dozen times today. It doesn’t matter that he’s licked me everywhere. This is still different. Still kind of terrifying, because sex is sex. Maybe he’s just a idiot-machine—and I’ll take that, don’t get me wrong.

      But sitting and having coffee means talking. Testing the waters to see if you want to talk again.

      And we’ve already done this, at my door, over packages.

      The stakes seemed way lower then.

      Because you thought he was the one who might be trying to impress you.

      Yeah, I didn’t have that fear any more.

      “So, our first date,” he says with a ridiculously charming smile as he sits across from me.

      I take a sip of my drink to keep from making an embarrassing happy noise. “Indeed.”

      “Not exactly how I thought it might go.”

      Goodness, play it cool, Jana. “Oh?” I arch one eyebrow. So not sure I can pull that off, I might just look genuinely confused.

      The corners of his mouth twitch. “I meant to keep my clothes on a bit longer than that.”

      “Ah. Well, you know, that actually is something I look for in a man. So you’re in luck.”

      “Excellent.” He bites his lower lip and I wonder if it’s too soon to go back to the hotel room again. “What else are you looking for?”

      Danger. “Uh…” I need to play this cool, but not play it like a game, because I can’t imagine Jake would like that. “It really depends.”

      Now it’s his turn to do the eyebrow thing. He pulls it off perfectly.

      I take a deep breath, but before I can figure out what to say and how to elaborate, he leans across the table and takes my hand in his.

      I look down at our fingers entwined on the table. His are bigger and longer than mine. His skin a bit darker. But there’s nothing about how we’re touching that gives me any insight into how to explain that we’re totally different people in totally different worlds, and that’s kind of crazy.

      “If I’m not what you’re looking for,” he says under his breath. “I’d underestimated my—”

      “No,” I blurt out. “You definitely tick all of my criteria boxes for dating.”

      “Well, that’s a step in the right direction.”

      “And you have since we met,” I add, lifting my face so I can look him in the eye. I think this is important to underline.

      He holds my gaze. “Dare I ask what they are?”

      Whoa. Okay, this feels serious.

      First dates shouldn’t be serious, right? I squeeze his fingers with mine, then lean back in my chair and smile.

      He smiles back as I scoop some whipped cream with my finger and lick it off.

      I hold up my index finger. First point. “Kind to pets. That’s a big deal to me.”

      He nods. “Of course. And how are the cats?”

      I roll my eyes, but he just holds my gaze. “Oh, you’re serious?”

      “Yes.” He laughs. “Did you think I was just asking that as an immediate follow-up to your suggestion that’s a good way to impress you?”

      “I think if you knew more about my dating track record, you’d totally understand my doubt.”

      “I don’t want to know anything about your dating track record. But rest assured, it wouldn’t occur to me to ask after a kitten as a way of getting into your pants.”

      That’s the right answer, but I can’t help but be honest anyway. “It would probably work. I’ve recently discovered I’m easy.”

      He leans forward again and swipes some of my whipped cream.

      “Hey, get your own!”

      He grins as he licks off his finger. Two can play the teasing game. “What else?”

      I blush and keep counting. “Tall. Funny.”

      He nods, exaggerating his understanding, and I laugh at him.

      But the next point makes him blush. “Well…hung.”

      There’s a correlating point, but I’m not telling Jake that the perfect man would like to go down on me. All that matters is that he does and he is in fact perfect.

      “And…gainfully employed. That’s my last requirement. But like in a doesn’t-live-with-his-mother kind of way. No appears-on-CNN requirement.”

      “Too bad for me.” He gives me a burning look that steals my breath. “That would narrow the list of guys I’d have to compete with for you.”

      Oh. I can’t look away. I don’t want to. “You’re not competing with anyone.”

      We finish our coffee just like that, looking at each other. As far as first dates go, it kind of skipped some steps, but then I’ve never had a first date that followed hours of sex and weeks of ache, either.

      When we step outside, it feels right to slide my fingers back though Jake’s. And when he points at a restaurant across the way, and I tip my face up to look at him, he says, “Or maybe takeout?” at exactly the same time I do.

      We share a secret smile. Yes, maybe takeout.

      We place our order, then he tugs me out of the way of the door and leans against a wood-paneled wall. I fold into his side like this was something we did. A couple, waiting for food.

      He plays with my hair, his fingers lazily brushing a few strands off my face, then letting them fall again so he can repeat the gesture.

      We wait in silence for a few minutes, and it’s comfortable. Nice. But something is on his mind. He keeps looking at me like he wants to say something. And then he does. “Come to New York soon.”

      My head starts to spin. “I’m going to be there next week for work.”

      “Yeah?” He leans in and brushes his fingers over my cheek before he cups my jaw. The dizziness increases as he leans in and kisses me, his lips soft and persuasive. “Say you’ll stay with me.”

      “I’ll stay with you,” I whisper.

      I feel like Alice through the looking glass. How is this my life?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      After spending the night together, I leave her wrapped in my shirt the next morning—and nothing else, which proves I have the will-power of a Titan—and head back to work.

      We talk every night. On New Year’s Eve, we ring in midnight together—me in New York, her with her friends in Philadelphia, but both of us on the phone, tuning out the world around us.

      “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four—”

      “Three, two, one!” I add my voice to hers, low and husky. She’s the only woman in the world I’d do this for, and I’m more than willing. I’m eager to have her countdown in my ear, and there’s a weird pang in my gut that I can’t pull her into my arms to kiss her right now.

      It doesn’t matter. She’s kissing me through the phone and it’s crazy adorable.

      “Have you ever gone to Times Square on New Year’s?” she asks breathily when she stops. She’s got this eagerness in her voice that really gets to me. She tries to cover it up, and that gets to me, too.

      “Not at midnight. It’s an insane crowd of people.”

      “And cold.”

      “Exactly.” I look around my apartment. The gas fireplace is on. Not cold at all in here. I’ll stretch her out in front of it and take things slow. Four days and counting. “You’re heading home in the morning?”

      “First thing.”

      “Cats will be happy to see you.”

      She laughs. “Yeah. Well, as much as cats do. Larken will be annoyed with me and pretend I don’t exist, but that’s a form of love.”

      “Sounds complicated.”

      “Right?” She giggles, and in the background, voices get louder. “In a minute,” she says, clearly not to me. “I should go do the social thing for the last few minutes of the party since I missed the countdown.”

      “Call me when you get home tomorrow?”

      “Okay.” She lowers her voice. “Night, Jake.”
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      The day before she’s due to arrive, I’m in the middle of a presentation by a VP and two of his top project managers on the emergency top-down review at SwiftEx when my phone vibrates three times. Jana’s tone.

      It doesn’t go again, so I know it’s just a text message. I take a quick glance at the clock. Ten minutes left. Unless she texts again, I’ll wait until the meeting is over to check it.

      I’m not sure how I feel about the itch at the back of my neck, knowing she’s sent me something that I’m not letting myself look at yet.

      Women never come before work. That has never been a risk in the past, because I’m single-minded.

      Part of me wants to be careful about that.

      The rest of me wants to not worry about it.

      When they wrap up, I ask two pointed questions about the timeline, because we can always do better.

      Then I check my message.

      
        Jana: Give me a call when you have a minute. Please.

      

      She’s added a flower sticker at the end of the text, but something tells me I’m not going to like this. I wait to call her until I’m in my office. I close the door and stride to the floor-to-ceiling glass window that overlooks the city. It’s dark already and it’s started to snow.

      She picks up on the first ring. “Hey.”

      “I was in a meeting.”

      “That was still pretty fast.” She’s speaking fast, her words rushing together a bit like she’s nervous. “So…”

      “So?” I grin.

      “Speaking of meetings, mine has been postponed to next week.”

      Ah. “So you’re not coming up tomorrow.”

      “It’s just that I’ve been away from the cats a lot lately, and…” She groans. “Is this the dorkiest thing you’ve ever heard? I shouldn’t even ask that out loud. I should assume yes, nobody has ever blown you off for cats before, and now you’re like, incredible, what was I thinking?”

      I laugh. “This is the first time I’ve ever dated someone with a cat. Or cats. So yes, first time, but no, not dorky. I like that you care about them. That’s refreshing.”

      “What all girls like to hear. Your tea cozy collection is refreshing, Matilda.”

      “Matilda?” I laugh. “Is that a crazy cat lady name?”

      “Crazy tea cozy lady name. Jana’s a crazy cat lady name.”

      Phoo. I don’t want to wait a week to see her. “Jana’s a crazy sexy name, and I’ll come to you.”

      “What? No. That wasn’t what I was angling for.” But she sounds pleased. Yeah, this was the right call. And still she protests. “You’re swamped with work.”

      “My work can travel with me. And I own a plane. It’s not a big deal.”

      She doesn’t say anything.

      “Jana?”

      “You own a plane?”

      “Two of them, actually, but one is currently being leased by a friend. So one at my disposal. And a helicopter if you prefer a noisier ride.”

      “I…” She makes a quiet little sound, like an incredulous almost-laugh. “Sure. Okay. I’d love for you to visit. I’ll polish my china.”

      “You don’t need to do that.”

      “Jake, I don’t own any china. All of my dishes came from Target—on sale.”

      “I hear they have good stuff.”

      “This is too weird. Dating a billionaire is kind of crazy.” Another laugh, this one smoother and lighter. “Okay, when do you want to come down?”

      I glance at my calendar. No time like the present. “How about this afternoon?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      I had a long to-do list of stuff to get done before I went to New York, and fifteen hours in which to get it all done. Now I’ve got four hours, and I’ve got to do all of that stuff and get my apartment ready for a guest.

      I do a sprint tidy through the living room, bathroom, bedroom—new sheets, even if they’re from Target, too—then throw myself into the shower so my hair has time to dry before he arrives.

      Finally I get to my desk.

      He has work to do, too. He said he’d bring it with him. So maybe everything I was planning to do today doesn’t need to get jammed into the next…I look at the clock on my phone. Hour and forty-five minutes.

      Maybe I’ll spend the next hundred and five minutes picking out exactly the right outfit for Jake to peel me out of, and once we have sex again—loud, awesome, leave-marks-on-my-hips sex—then we can work side-by-side on my couch or in my office.

      The workaholic romance plan.

      I can’t wait to suggest it.

      In…jeans? Leggings?

      I dash back to my bedroom and fling open my closet. A dress. Easy access. I have a dark gray t-shirt dress with a great neckline. Yes, that’s perfect. I pull on lace boy shorts and a matching soft bra, then the dress. I look down at my feet and wiggle my toes.

      My underwear is teal with hot pink accents—super cute—so I pick through my sock drawer until I find my gray knee socks with the teal band around the top.

      Perfect.

      Now I have…an hour and thirty-seven minutes to not flip out from excitement.
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      He arrives eight minutes early.

      “I have no delivery this time,” he says with a wicked grin when I fling open the door, and I throw my arms around his neck. I’m vaguely aware of him setting down a bag as he spins me around, but all I can see is him.

      He looks amazing and smells even better. He’s in jeans and a jacket, which I peel off him as he kisses me. Underneath he’s wearing a long-sleeved t-shirt that’s soft and molded to his muscles.

      I touch him all over, definitely crossing the line from petting to groping, but he feels good. And warm. And…hard.

      “Did you do something different with your hair?” he asks as he cups my head and nuzzles my neck.

      I giggle. “No.”

      “It feels wavier.”

      “I dunno.”

      “And soft…” He groans. “Goodness, you’re so soft. And you smell good.”

      “I was just thinking you were deliciously hard, and smell good.” I tug his shirt out from under his belt. “This is a good combination.”

      “We are a good combination,” he rumbles into my skin. A thrill runs through me as his roving hands move down my hips and find the hem of my dress.

      Oh yeah, easy access was the right call.

      I’m breathless by the time his fingertips find bare skin. Breathless and dragging him backwards, I realize. Well, I’m walking backwards. And blind, because he’s kissing me again, his lips hungry and firm against mine.

      We bounce off the wall in my hallway. Maybe we should have stayed in the living room, but then the cats would have watched.

      No cats need to see what we’re about to do.

      His hands are on my butt again, squeezing over the lace first, then he tucks his fingers under the stretchy fabric and gropes my rear directly. His fingers brush along the crease between my cheeks and heat whooshes through me.

      I want to be naked, right now. I want Jake’s fingers on me, in me, now. I grab the front of his shirt and drag him the last few feet to my bedroom. “Close the door behind you.”

      He does just that, and pulls his shirt off in the next breath.

      Oh, yes.

      I climb backwards onto my bed, my dress riding up on my hips, and I leave it like that. Let him see my panties. Maybe he’ll get the grand idea to pull them off with his teeth.

      “I missed this room,” he says, one corner of his mouth turning up in an almost smile as he kicks off his leather boots. “Missed you in this room. Missed how wet you got for me.”

      My thighs shake. I’m so slick for him already. “Take your pants off. Please.”

      He laughs and does that, his jeans tumbling to the floor. He leaves his boxer briefs on—unnecessary, but he looks good like this, narrow hips and delicious muscles dipping into the black fabric. And the thick, straining bulge makes my mouth water.

      I reach for him, but he catches my wrists and presses them above my head as he climbs on top of me. “Your turn.” He catches my mouth in a searing kiss. “Let me get you naked, wild thing.”

      He lifts me up, him on his knees, me sitting in front of him, and he tugs my dress over my head. I know I’m not supposed to touch him, but that’s insane, because he’s right in front of me and so perfect.

      I stroke my hands over his muscled thighs, dusted in dark hair, then I lean in and kiss his hard, flat belly, where the veins stand out from the skin. Right above where his erection is tenting his boxers obscenely.

      Obscene is good. Obscene is big and hard and promises all sorts of achey stretching inside me.

      I get as close as giving him an air kiss before he’s pushing me back on my back.

      “Not naked enough yet.”

      “Neither are you.” I writhe against him.

      “I like your socks, though. You can leave those on as I forget you.” He grins at me as he fits us together, his erection rubbing against where I’m shamelessly sloppy for him. But the grin drops off as I bring my legs up around his hips, and he lowers his weight onto me, his eyes going soft the last thing I see before we’re kissing again and the world starts to spin.

      Teasing aside, I really did miss him. This. And right here, in my bed, we’ve got unfinished business.

      The temperature jumps as his hands get busy, sliding my panties down my hips as we kiss, then he flips us around, pulling me on top of him. He effortlessly pushes me up so I’m straddling him, and whispers for me to take off the bra, too.

      I feel sex-drugged as I make a show of it, wiggling on top of him with my legs spread wide, showing him everything as I bare my breasts, too. As I fling it away, he circles my wrists with his fingers again and holds me there, perched on top of him, arms wide.

      And he looks. He rakes his gaze up and down my naked body, slowly and hungrily. He looks so intently I start to squirm, but still he holds me there for his inspection. “Beautiful,” he whispers. “And all mine.”

      Whoosh. Flames lick up inside me. “All yours,” I murmur. “Every inch.”

      Like a panther, he flips me onto my back. He’s sleek and purposeful as he moves on top of me.

      Stroking me. He finds out just how wet I am, and he slicks that moisture up and around my clit, onto my pussy lips…everywhere. He touches me until I’m begging him for more, and then he ditches his boxer briefs.

      He fists himself as he climbs back between my legs. His cock looks huge in his hand, and I remember what it feels like inside me. My thighs shake again, but they go supple and hot when he rubs the head of his erection against my bare pussy. Oh, yes. The heavy weight of him against my clit makes me moan, and I lift my hips, eager for more.

      He grabs a condom from the bedside table, where I’d put a half-dozen in a cute ceramic dish, and then he’s pressing into me.

      “Every inch?” he asks, his voice rough as he squeezes my thigh. I lift my gaze to his and nod.

      Take me.

      He surges in, growling about how tight and hot and perfect I am. A girl could get used to this. Crazy hot boyfriend, hung like whoa, and super complimentary dirty talk.

      I reach for him, but he grabs my hands and pins me down. Yep, that works for me, too. He takes me hard and fast, each thrust reaching deeper into me until he’s stroking every nerve ending inside me on each pass, lighting me up as he slams home.

      The loose, achey desire inside me starts to pull together, gaining weight and speed as it swirls faster and faster, turning into a heavy, hard need.

      Each rolling wave of sensation as he pounds into me both satisfies and stokes that need. He makes me greedy for more, because with Jake, it always feels like more is possible.

      My breath catches as his pelvis rolls over my clit on the next hard thrust. He doesn’t miss my reaction, and he shifts his body weight so he can do it again more deliberately. “Yeah?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “Are you close? Are you going to come for me?”

      I nod desperately as I twist beneath him.

      “Good girl. Come on, Jana. Come on my cock. Come for me. You’re so wild, I love it.” He lets go of one of my hands so he can cup a breast, his thumb rolling over my nipple. Oh my God. I groan out loud and he slams into me again. “Idiot. Yes. Feel my cock inside you? Feel how hard you make me? I want to feel your hot little groin pulse around me. Come for me…”

      With a cry, I do just that, my climax slamming into me. My body’s just pleasure parts now, nipples and pussy and a clutching, hungry space for his cock inside me.

      He rides it out, pulsing in and out of me until I’m done, then he flips me over and hauls me onto my knees. “Again.”

      “Okay,” I breathe. Okay. Ha. That’s a totally inadequate expression of how absolutely I want more. I never want him to stop me.

      I bury my face in my pillow as he strokes his hands over my rear, then fits his cock against my pussy and presses into me.

      Again.

      Goodness.

      With Jake, it feels like anything is possible.

      Best sex of my life.

      Multiple orgasms.

      Messing with feelings.

      Yes, again. Let’s do this over and over until I can’t walk, man of my dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      It takes three rounds of sex to temporarily sooth the savage beast inside me that wants to consume this woman.

      I didn’t see that coming. When I left New York today, I thought we’d have sex, then order in dinner and talk about our days, or some normal trash like that.

      Instead I mauled her three times over.

      This last time, she was on her side and I slid into her from behind. Convenient napping location for when I deal with the condom. I snuggle back up to her—snuggle, WTF—and bury my face in her hair.

      She laughs weakly. “I think you broke me.”

      “Goodness, I’m sorry.” I’m not really, heaven help me. That’s hot.

      “I can’t wait until you do it again,” she breathes dreamily.

      Oh, thank goodness. “Yeah. Brace yourself for round two after dinner.”

      She makes a happy sound that makes me feel all sorts of dangerous things. “Can we think about dinner in a few?”

      “Heck, yeah. I was thinking a nap would be in order.”

      She nods sleepily, then shifts herself up to a sitting position.

      “Where are you going?”

      She twist around and gives me a sheepish look. “To get pajamas?”

      I love how she said that in the form of a question. “Are you not sure?”

      “Uh…”

      She’s got the best kind of mussed-up sex hair, and this gorgeous post-orgasm flush to her skin. “Come here.” I tug her back down and wrap her in my body.

      “I don’t sleep naked.”

      “That’s going to change.”

      She squeaks, but doesn’t move again.

      I should grab her my shirt. But I want her skin against mine, nothing between us. “You feel good.”

      “I feel naked.”

      “That’s good stuff.” I smooth my hand over her stomach, where the skin is soft and delicate, and trembling under my touch. “Shhh. I’m not going to start anything.”

      She groaned. “I kind of want you to. But no. Sore.” With a decisive pat on my hand, she rolls onto her belly and buries her face in her pillow.

      But that just bares her curvy, heart-shaped bottom.

      I’m so ready for a fourth round.

      I reach for a condom—just in case something happens, I like to be prepared—and I bump the bedside table. A piece of paper flutters to the carpet. I lean over to pick it up. It’s one of her sketches, it looks like. I flip it right-side-up and frown.

      It’s a drawing of a delivery driver who looks awfully familiar. His shirt is open and he’s beaming. “Is this…me?”

      “Is what you?” She lifts her head from the pillow, then gasps and leaps up, launching herself on top of me as she tries to grab the drawing out of my hand.

      That’s a completely futile effort, because my arms are longer and stronger than hers. I narrow my eyes trying to take it all in before she manages to climb me and snatch it away. “What am I here? A delivery superhero?”

      “This is mortifying.” She pushes on my shoulder and I give in, handing her the picture.

      “You drew this?”

      “Yeah.” She tucks it away in a drawer on her side of the bed.

      I’m speechless. “You’re…wow. That’s…”

      “I know, it’s creepy.”

      Not at all. “It’s incredible. Did you make me look like the guy who plays Superman?”

      “Definitely not.” She primly crosses her arms under her breasts, which just presents her nipples for my taking.

      “I’m not saying I look like him, but—”

      “You do look like him. A little.” She flicks her gaze sideways at me. “A lot. Like, you’re hotter than Henry Cavill, okay? And you know it. But seriously, we don’t need to talk about this.”

      “Jana.” I crawl on top of her, ignoring her pout and the fact we’re both still naked. Phoo. Goodness, she’s so cute when she’s grumpy. “You’re really talented.”

      She gives a baleful look. “Yeah?”

      I nod. “Did you draw me in anything else?” I grin at her. “My birthday suit?”

      A smile softens her face. “No.”

      “Do you want to? I’ll put on your cat slippers and we can do a Titanic re-enactment right here.”

      Her arms relax, and her boobs jiggle as she reaches for me. “I think I’d rather skip right to the steaming-up-the-car scene.”

      “I could arrange for a SwiftEx truck…”

      “Kiss me.” She gives me an earnest, pleading look. There’s something in the way she says it that cuts through the teasing.

      Her lips tremble as I press against her, urging her to open for me, to give me her mouth, her trust. All her secrets.

      Not that secrets have any place in an afternoon of animalistic sex. I don’t want to be a downer or anything. But I don’t like the way she worried there, just for a second, that I might not like the drawing.

      Like it?

      I love it.

      Jana made it. Even if it was weird, it would still be perfect. But it isn’t weird, it’s amazing. And she hid it away from me.

      I stroke my tongue deeper, tasting more of her. Exploring every inch of her mouth. I memorize all of her reactions. What she likes, what makes her restless and aroused. And my favorite—what softens her, makes her mold her body to mine and welcome me inside her.

      Hell. As we kiss, her legs fall open and my erection unerringly finds his way to her slick, sore little pussy.

      She’s sore, you mongrel. Don’t turn a kiss into another idiotfest. But I want her again. I want her like this, too, all needy and vulnerable.

      What does that say about me? I’ve never wanted that before. Emotions usually scare me off. But now I want to be as close as I can to her. Screw the condom. Blindly, I adjust my position so my cock can slide through her pussy lips, rubbing up against her clit instead of drilling deep inside her. I’ll pretend this is about being chivalrous when really I just want her to come on my bare toe.

      And still I kiss her, stoking that steady hum of arousal that’s driving her to let me do this.

      Again.

      Am I ever going to get enough of her?

      She rocks her hips, her legs riding up my sides as I find a rhythm that makes her squirm and whimper and get even more slippery.

      I want to see us together. I touch my forehead to hers and look down between our bodies to the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, my cock riding her pussy, slick and shiny with her juices.

      I’m a pervert.

      Thankfully, she’s completely unaware, because her eyes are mostly closed and the magic of sex has her distracted from my depravity.

      “Oh, Jake.” She makes this satisfied, horny sigh that drives me wild inside.

      “Come for me. Then I’ll leave you alone.” Lies.

      “I don’t want you to…” Another sigh, this one fading into a groan as I drive my cock harder through her pink folds. “Please never stop.”

      “Deal.”

      “I don’t know if I can come again, though…”

      A challenge. I brush my lips over hers. “You can. Give me one more.”

      “You’re a maniac,” she breathes.

      And then the pervert spills out of my mouth, the haze of lust swirling around us loosening any control I thought I had over him. “Cover me in your come. Get me all sticky and wet.”

      “Oh my goodness.” She thrashes her head to the side, her cheeks flaming, but I can feel her react to me where it matters.

      My little Jana is a dirty, dirty hussy for the bad words.

      “And then I’m going to come on you,” I whisper. Idiot, it might happen ten seconds from now. “I’ll rub it into your skin. Mark you as mine.”

      “Jake…” Her thighs shake around me, an irregular twitch that echoes the out-of-control desire raging through me right now.

      Erratic and wild. Two words that have never described me before, but right now, they’re bang on. I’m her beast, untamed and bucking hard.

      Her breasts bounce between us, her nipples grazing my chest. I cup one of her belly, probably a little too hard. I’m past the point of restraint. She’s so soft, so sweet. I want her flesh in my mouth. I want to lick every last inch of her body. I want her, endlessly.

      With a cry, she curls beneath me, her groin wet and pulsing as she comes against my cock, and it only takes two more thrusts for me to join her. My release spurts hot and wet against her belly, and I fall on top of her.

      So messy.

      So perfect.

      She strokes my head as I bury my face in her neck. “Maybe a shower before that nap…”

      Yeah.
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      It’s dark when we wake up, and my stomach is growling.

      “Did we miss dinner?” I ask when Jana rubs her hand over my abs.

      She makes a sleepy shrug. “Let’s call it fashionably late. Do you want some coffee?”

      “Goodness, yes.”

      I follow her into the kitchen, where she hands me a stack of takeout menus before getting started on the coffee.

      “What do you like?”

      “They’re all good.” She moves closer and I wrap my arm around her hips, holding her tight. She flips through until she finds a menu for a diner. “This one does everything. Burgers, gyros, perogies. They’ll even send along chocolate cake or pie if we want dessert.”

      The cats all stroll in on cue. Maybe talk of chocolate cake is their dinner bell. Jana shoos me out of the way so she can feed them, and I go in search of my bag. I told everyone I would be away for the night, but I should probably check my email.

      I grab my tablet and settle on Jana’s couch.

      The kitten jumps up on my chest. I give her my knuckle to sniff, and when she hunkers down, I smooth my hand over her back, then scratch behind her ears. She starts purring.

      Jana walks in at that moment and starts laughing as she sets down one of two coffees beside me. “Of course you’ve got her purring.”

      “She likes me.”

      Jana sits beside me and takes a sip of her own coffee. Her eyes dance as she watches me over the rim of the mug.

      “Are you laughing at me?”

      She shakes her head slowly. “I like you, too.”

      “Good.” My tablet dings, signaling an incoming message. I lift it up and swipe in, and Jana turns away. She could be nosy, I wouldn’t care.

      
        Toby: Are you around? I’m flying in on the red eye. Want to grab breakfast?

        Jake: Sorry, out of the city. How long will you be in New York?

        Toby: Just for the day. Next time. I’ll see what Ben is doing instead.

      

      I glance sideways at Jana. I find myself wanting to tell Toby where I am, and why.

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “My friend Toby. He’s going to be in the city tomorrow.”

      “Do you want to go back?” She says it carefully, guarded.

      “Hell no.” I laugh. “No. Not at all. But I didn’t tell him where I am.”

      She shrugs. “And?”

      And nothing. “Doesn’t matter.”

      “Okay.” She smiles. “So Toby doesn’t live in New York?”

      I find myself telling her all about him. How we were two misfits our freshman year at MIT. How he was a genius and I was smart enough to get him to work with me on a couple of group projects, and how we’ve been best friends ever since, even though he lives in California now and is a distracted jerk who never gives me any heads up that he’s coming to town.

      She laughs when I call him a jerk. “That’s loving.”

      I snort. “Our other friend, Ben, is a total toe.”

      “Can’t wait to meet them,” she says dryly.

      She meant it as a joke, but yeah, I can’t wait, either. “Ben will hit on you. Toby will want to know everything about your job. I’ll hate them both a little bit.”

      “Jealous?” Her voice is light, teasing.

      I’m totally serious. “Yeah. But I want to show you off, too.”

      Her eyebrows pull together. “You want me to meet your friends. For real.”

      “I do. Is that going too fast?”

      She shrugs. “No, I guess not.” She leans in and gives me a light kiss. “I’d love to meet your friends. And make you crazy jealous.” The kitten meows, and Jana turns to nuzzle her face into the kitten’s fur. “I know, baby,” she whispers. “He has no idea.”

      “No idea of what?”

      Jana gives me a disbelieving look. “Oh, Jake. If anyone is going to be crazy jealous at some point in our relationship, it’s going to be me. How many supermodel ex-girlfriends do you have?”

      Two? I can’t remember. “That doesn’t matter.”

      “It always matters. There will be some super awkward meeting at the Met Gala. I’ve seen how it goes on TMZ.”

      “I’ve never been to the Met Gala.” I always turn down the invitation. “Do you want to go? Ben goes every year. As far as I can tell it’s a pretentious bore.”

      “Maybe I’ll go with Ben.” She winks at me as I snake my arm around her. “Is he hot?”

      I pull her tight against my side. The kitten protests, but I’ve got enough affection for both of them. “He’s a toe. I thought I was clear on that point.”

      “Can’t wait to meet him,” she breathes against my mouth as I move in for a kiss. Nothing sweet or light about it, either. I kiss her possessively. I claim her.

      And I begin to plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      When I went to Daisy’s house for New Year’s Eve, I’d been deliberately vague about Jake. I didn’t use his name, and I didn’t tell my friends that he’d come to Vermont.

      I did tell them we’d started dating—me and a hot delivery driver, nameless and definitely not a secret billionaire—but he’d had to move away for work, and now we were doing a causal long distance thing.

      It doesn’t feel casual, though.

      And I’m staying at his place for two nights, a fact I need to fess up to Nina when she texts me as soon as I get on the train.

      
        Nina: Have you left yet?

        Jana: Just pulled out of Penn Station. Should be there in two hours.

        Nina: Early dinner? Or drinks and late dinner?

        Jana: Drinks. But I have dinner plans, sorry.

        Nina: You jerk! With who?

        Jana: Delivery Guy.

        Nina: He’s here?

        Jana: Yeah. He lives in the city.

        Nina: That’s new information.

        Jana: Only because you’re nosy.

        Nina: I am not. What’s his name?

      

      I press my phone to my chest and groan. I’m pretty sure Nina walks past the Aston Corp headquarters every day on her way to work.

      
        Jana: Still a secret.

        Nina: Why?

        Jana: Because I don’t want you Googling him.

        Nina: Have you?

      

      I don’t need to. The morning news tells me everything I need to know about my boyfriend.

      
        Jana: Yeah, sure.

        Nina: I want all the details over drinks. Brace yourself.
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      She’s waiting for me in the main hall of the other Penn Station, this one in New York City. A mile and a half south of Jake’s building. Just thinking of him makes my heart race, and my best friend reads me like a book.

      “Look at you,” she chides as she pulls me in for a hug. “So you’ve found love with the delivery driver, huh?”

      “It’s a bit more complicated than that,” I say, my cheeks flaming again. I give her a quick squeeze. “Let’s go find that drink you promised.”

      It’s unseasonably warm, so we walk instead of trying to catch a cab. We go to a bar she likes on the ground floor of a boutique hotel, and after the bartender makes us drinks called Lavender Is the New Black, she gives me an expectant look. “Dish.”

      “I need you to promise you won’t freak out first.”

      “Is he an ex-convict? What was he in for?” She’s grinning, so I think she’s kidding.

      “He doesn’t have a criminal record.”

      She shrugs. “Dang. I’ve been binge watching Sons of Anarchy. I could go for a bad boy if he had a wild history like that. And an MBA.”

      I choke on the sip I’d just taken. “Well,” I wheeze. “Jake isn’t…uhh, a criminal and he doesn’t ride a motorcycle, I don’t think. But he does have an MBA.”

      “Is he one of those artsy types who turn their back on their straight-laced background? Drives a delivery truck because it frees his mind to write haikus? I’d have to do a lot of squinting to think that’s hot.”

      I giggle and take a more controlled sip of my drink. “No. He uses his MBA every day. And stop trying to decide if he’s hot enough for you to bang. He’s mine.”

      She frowns and gives me a curious look. “So spill.”

      “Secret for now, okay? Don’t tell Daisy.”

      She nods. “For now.”

      “Jake actually owns a delivery company. He was driving for them as an on-the-job thing.”

      “Is it a regional thing? Baltimore to New York?”

      I shake my head. “It’s SwiftEx.”

      “Your boyfriend owns SwiftEx.”

      I nod.

      Her frown deepens. “Weren’t they just bought out by Aston Corp?”

      “Yeah.” I lift my drink and wait for her to fit the pieces together.

      Her head twists to the side, pointing in the general direction of the Aston Corp headquarters. “Aston. Like…Jake Aston.”

      Another nod. “Yeah.”

      “You’re dating a billionaire.”

      “I’m dating a guy named Jake.”

      Her gaze re-centers on me. One blink, then she lifts her glass and downs the entire thing. “Right.” She sets the empty glass on the bar and waves for the bartender. “I’ll need another of these.”

      “It’s kind of weird. But mostly wonderful,” I say, my words running together. I want to normalize this as fast as possible.

      “All those packages we sent you…” She starts laughing. “Wait, the crotchless panties. Please tell me you opened them in front of him.”

      “No. I quickly caught on to your ridiculous scheme.”

      “Dang it. That would be the best story.” Her giggles fade and she grins at me. “So he’s being good to you?”

      “Very.”

      “Well, dang, jerk.” She throws her arms around me and squeezes me tight, narrowly missing the new drink the bartender sets in front of us. “I’m thrilled.”

      “Mum is the word, though. We’re still figuring out how we do this.”

      “Wow. Okay. So you’re staying with him. What time should I come over for dinner tomorrow.”

      “No.”

      She winks. “Yes.”

      “No!” I laugh. “Next visit. He’s talked about introducing me to his friends, too, but…one thing at a time. You can meet him as soon as I tell Daisy.”

      She makes a disappointed noise, but accepts my answer—for now. I’ll need to warn Jake that the nosiest attorney in all of New York City now has him in her are-you-good-enough-for-Jana sights.

      We finish our drinks slowly, talking about her job, my job, shoes, food, and finally, back to Jake.

      “What time are you meeting him?”

      I shrug. “Whenever. He told me to come to his office.”

      “Can I—”

      “No.”

      “Fine. Walk me back to work, it’s on the way.”

      Me seeing myself to the Aston Corp building had been a compromise. Jake wanted to have me picked up by a driver, but I knew I needed to meet Nina first, and a driver would have just complicated that conversation further.

      So I’m not surprised when the security guard knows who I am, and shows me personally to a special elevator at the back of the lobby that goes straight to the top floor. I take off my gloves and tuck them into my bag as I watch the numbers light up. Thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two…

      When the doors open, Jake is waiting for me.

      He’s in a suit and tie, and he looks good enough to eat.

      “Hey,” I breathe as I step forward.

      “I’ve missed you,” he growls, pulling me into his arms. His hands slide under my coat and around my waist. My small suitcase rolls away, but I don’t care, because Jake’s kissing me.

      It’s official—a week is way too long to be apart.

      He cups my face, then strokes his hands down my arms and tangles his fingers in mine. “I’ve got a conference call in a few minutes, but you can hang out in my office as I take it.”

      Hang out in his office turns out to be code for sit in his lap. He’s got his phone on mute, and he does his best multi-tasking show off by both making out with me and actually listening to the conversation at the same time.

      “You don’t mind?” he asks after pausing at second base so he could ask his South American distributor a question.

      I shake my head and point to the phone. “You do what you’ve gotta do. It’s sexy to see you in your element.”

      He laughs. “No. Sexy is…” He pats his desk. “Here. Sit your rear right here.”

      I gasp and say his name, but we both know my protest is weak. I want whatever he’s going to do right now.

      He puts his index finger against his lips. Shhhh.

      Then he takes his phone off mute at the same time as he pushes my skirt up to my hips. He grins. “Can you repeat that last item, Neil? I missed the particulars.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      From the second Jana stepped off that elevator, three little words have rocketed around in my head. I love her.

      It’s too soon, too much, too hasty.

      So I distract us both with my hands and mouth, and then—to prove a point, that I’m in control—I tell her to be quiet as I slide her dress up to her hips.

      Except when I get the soft gray fabric all the way up her strong, curvy legs, I groan out loud, because she’s wearing socks.

      Thigh-high, cable-knit, gotcha-sucker-these-aren’t-tights socks.

      “What was that?” someone asks over the phone.

      I shove my fist into my mouth as Jana shakes with silent laughter and presses her finger to her mouth. Shhh indeed.

      “I just realized I’m double-booked,” I manage to grind out. I glance at the clock. Thirty-seven minutes after the hour. Nobody is going to buy that, but what does it matter when I’m the boss? “Continue. This is great stuff. Email me a summary of the rest of the conversation.”

      Jana lets her laugh go when I hang up the phone, but it fades into a breathy moan when I loam over her. She blinks up at me. “What was that all about?”

      “I like your socks,” I admit. “A lot.”

      She spreads her thighs and brings her legs up, squeezing them around me. “And they like you.”

      “I was expecting tights or something.”

      “I could tell.” She giggles again as I kiss her. “If you’re done with your call, does that mean we can head back to your place?”

      Soon. I’ll have her in my bed as soon as we’re through the door. She’ll leave her mark forever on my space. But unless I take the edge off here, it’s going to be a repeat of the last time we were together.

      I shake my head and trail my fingers down the front of her dress, to where her skirt is curled obscenely around her waist. “I told you to be quiet for a reason. We’re not done here.”

      “Oh!” Her eyes go wide, and she presses her lips together.

      I take my seat again, and lean in.

      There’s just an inch of soft, delicate skin showing between the top of her socks and the black cotton booty shorts she’s wearing. I press a kiss there, breathing her in. She shivers under my touch, but doesn’t make a sound. Excellent. I trace the edge of her panties with my tongue, then slide to the other leg, teasing her until she’s squirming.

      By the time I tug her underwear to the side, she’s slick and swollen for me. I lick her pussy with the tip of my tongue, stroking along one outer lip, then the other. And when she rocks her hips up, seeking more, I cover her bare flesh with my mouth and give her the dirtiest kiss I can. I suck and pull on her bare flesh, then idiot my tongue into her entrance. She tastes musky and sweet, and her essence on my face is the sexiest thing I can imagine.

      I grip her thighs with my hands, pressing her as wide open as possible. She whines under her breath when I suck on her clit, so I keep that up—because whining is good. Whining is needy and desperate and hot as idiot. I suck on her until she’s humping my face and her legs are closing in around my ears, even though I’m trying to hold her down, and then I slide one finger, then two, into her clutching, eager, hot little groin.

      She comes with a gasp and a cry, unable to be completely quiet as I devour her. I suck and lick until she’s begging me to stop. “So good,” she breathes.

      I carefully cover her up, then push my chair back and palm my erection through my dress pants.

      Her eyes go wide and she scrambles to her knees in front of me.

      Wordlessly, I unzip and she takes me in hand, licking first around the thick tip, then slowly bobbing her way down my raging length.

      Oh, sweet idiot. This is better than I’d imagined.

      I let my eyelids droop as I watch her mouth stretch wide around my cock. Her hair is mussed up and her cheeks are bright red from the orgasm.

      She’s gorgeous.

      It doesn’t take me long to get there, and when I do, she swallows every drop. Well, almost every drop. As she eases off me, I spurt one last time and a bit of my come lands on her lip.

      Heck, that’s hot, too.

      She giggles as I wipe it off, then she pulls my thumb into her mouth and dang if that doesn’t make me just want to go again.

      Instead, I tuck myself away and watch heatedly as she rights herself.

      Her thigh-high not-really-tights are still perfectly in place, which I remark on. “Your socks are magic. They didn’t even move.”

      Her eyes sparkle. “They’re glued down.”

      My mouth drops open. “That sounds barbaric.”

      She lifts her skirt all the way to her hip and carefully unsticks the top of one sock from her skin. “Not in the least. It’s a soluble adhesive. No marks, and it washes off the socks, too.”

      “Dang, that’s genius. I’m investing in that company. What else can it hold on to your body?”

      She winks. “All sorts of things.”

      I wrap my arm around her waist and nuzzle into her neck. “That’s going to be fun come Hallowe’en.”

      “Hallowe’en?”

      “We can do matching costumes. I bet your friends do a party, right?” I nip at her skin. Maybe I should have taken her on my desk.

      “They do…”

      “Is it okay that I’m already thinking about Hallowe’en?”

      “Sure. I mean, it’s not like you’re suggesting how we split up the holidays between our respective folks.”

      “No, of course not. We’ll worry about that come Thanksgiving.”

      She squeaks and presses her hand to my chest, righting us from the dipped kiss I was about to give her.

      “What?” I frown as she takes a step back.

      “Nothing. I just want to not be making out while we have this conversation.”

      “What conversation?” My toe has taken over all major thought processes in my body, and he’s not ashamed of that fact.

      “The one where I ask you how serious we are, and not because I’m pushing for anything, but just to clear up some maybe mixed messages.”

      “I told you I want you to meet my friends.”

      “And bonding with your family over a turkey is the next step?”

      I laugh and reach for her. “No. Coming with me to the Hamptons in the summer is the next step. Then I’ll join your friends for Hallowe’en, we’ll pick one family for Thanksgiving, and the other for Christmas. But my mother never does a turkey.” I stop and take a good look at her face. “Are you freaked out about this? Am I going to fast?”

      She holds up her fingers half an inch apart and gives me an apologetic look. “A tiny bit fast?”

      “Okay.” I hold up my hands. “That’s totally fair. I’m excited to see you. And thinking with my toe.” I gesture at the now softening erection that had been driving the show there for a bit. “How about you tell me what the next step is in your mind.”

      She steps closer and wraps her arms around my neck. “Do you have wine at your place?”

      I have an entire wine cellar, perfectly temperature controlled, but something tells me that’s not the answer she’s looking for. “Yes.”

      “And food?”

      “Yes.”

      “Take me home, Jake. Cook with me, and tell me about your family Thanksgiving. Let’s do some more getting to know each other before we start planning our calendars a year out.”

      I kiss her sweet, smart mouth. “That’s a perfectly acceptable plan.”

      She laughs. “Your entire life is planned a year out, isn’t it?”

      I shrug. “Maybe.”

      She takes a deep breath. “Then I want to know about that, too.”
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      Two hours later, I’ve fed her and plied her with wine, but the more we talk, the more she realizes just how different we are.

      We’re curled up on the rug in front of my fireplace. I changed into jeans when we got to my place, but I left the dress shirt on because Jana likes it.

      She does not like that I’ve never seen a reality TV show, or any other series she’s brought up, or the fact that I didn’t buy any of the groceries in my fridge.

      A point in my favor is that I made a perfectly acceptable dinner with what my housekeeper stocked, and I did it all while taking little breaks to kiss her.

      But now she’s found another serious point of difference between us.

      My phone chimes with an email notice, which I ignore. And then I tell her I’m ignoring it, hoping to gain some brownie points. “Good boyfriend point of order, I’m not checking that email.”

      “I wouldn’t mind if you did.” She sips her wine as she glances toward the offending device, still lit up on the side table. “Is that the default picture of pebbles background that came with the phone?”

      Note to self, any effort to gain brownie points will go sideways in a hurry in the least expected way. “Maybe.”

      She grins and reaches for the phone, her hand hovering just above it. “May I?”

      I groan. “Oh goodness. What kind of weird litmus test is my phone going to be?”

      “I don’t know. I think it’s just like the modern version of looking in your boyfriend’s wallet. It says a lot about a man.”

      I gesture to the table in the hallway where I tossed my billfold. “Have at it.”

      She hands me the phone instead and bats her eyelashes. “Unlock this? Please? Unless there’s proprietary information, in which case I totally get it—”

      I snort and tap in my password. I’m not hiding anything on my phone. It’s completely boring.

      Which, it turns out, is the next thing we don’t have in common.

      “No apps?”

      I frown. “Sure, I use all sorts of apps. That one is for stocks, that’s the weather in all the cities where Aston Corp has offices—”

      “No games? You don’t play Pokemon Go, do you?”

      Time to lie, Aston. “Nope.” Idiot. I’m an awful liar.

      She sets her wine down and climbs into my lap. “Oh, Jake. We’re nothing alike.”

      “We both work hard. We like cats.”

      “I like cats. Love them. You like my cats, and only one of them, really.”

      “I haven’t spent enough time with the others. The kitten and I have bonded.”

      “Do you want to adopt her?”

      “Well, I can’t—”

      “No. I get it, you can’t, and that’s probably for the best, but you and I aren’t on the same level of cat love if your first answer isn’t that you want to.”

      “I—”

      “I play six different addictive puzzle games on my phone. I watch television every single night unless I’m working on a deadline. I’m a certifiable cat lady and wouldn’t have it any other way. Plus I’m kind of obsessed with royal weddings.”

      Oh. This is one area where I might be able to play on a level field. “I know a thing or two about royal nuptials myself.”

      She gives me a skeptical look.

      I don’t get it. Is she trying to scare me off? Not going to work. I cross my arms. “Last year Princess Carolina got married on a very fine May morning at Leeds Castle.”

      “Uh…yes.” She narrows her eyes at me. “Wait, how do you know that?”

      “I’m a closet monarchist and a wedding fanatic?”

      She laughs. “Nice try.”

      “I have a subscription to Hello magazine was my alternate plan.”

      “I don’t believe that either.”

      I don’t want to tell her the truth, but she won’t believe anything else. “I was there.”

      “You were there.”

      “Yes.”

      “At a wedding with the Queen of England.”

      “Mmm. I didn’t meet her, personally. I was seated twelve rows back. But I definitely liked her hat.”

      “You were there.”

      She’s stuck on that, and that’s good for me, really. The longer it takes her to ask who I was with, the better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      Jake went to a freaking royal wedding that I read about in tabloid magazines.

      I play with the top button of his shirt while I process this fact.

      His jaw flexes as he looks at me. “Are you okay?”

      I laugh under my breath. “Yes. I’m just being ridiculous because you’re like…a dream come true, and that just doesn’t happen. So I’m second-guessing how this is even possible.”

      He squeezes my hips. A physical reminder that this is very possible, because I’m in his lap.

      I reach for my wine and take a sip. It is, of course, the best wine I’ve ever had. I can’t imagine how much it cost.

      “I could go and put on the SwiftEx uniform if that would help,” he offers as he brushes a strand of hair off my cheek.

      He’s dead serious.

      I sigh. “No. But yes, later.”

      “What are you worried about?”

      “I don't know. I didn't… If you'd asked me earlier today, I'd have said everything was totally fine.” I put my wine down and touch him, because when my hands are on him, everything is great. “I did, in fact, say exactly that to my friend Nina. Don't worry, I swore her to secrecy. But I was blushing over you.”

      “Good. I like you blushing.” He catches my hand and kisses my fingertips. “Why did you swear her to secrecy?”

      “I…thought I should. That maybe we weren’t…” My head starts to spin as he moves his mouth to the inside of my wrist.

      “Jana. I want you. Exactly as you are and with all that entails. Nosy family members and fabulous friends. Even weird TV shows. And especially your cats.”

      “I’m never going to be sophisticated about meeting the Queen,” I whisper.

      “Honestly, if I ever got close enough to say anything to her, the last thing I'd be is sophisticated.”

      I don’t believe him. As he rolls me onto my back and covers me with his body, I can’t believe he’s anything other than sure and smooth and devastatingly capable.
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      I wake with a start in the middle of the night. Jake’s arm is heavy around me, and when I move, he mumbles something into my hair.

      I squeeze my fingers together, then force them to relax. I’d been dreaming. Something confusing and chaotic, and now my pulse is racing. I don’t normally—ever, actually—have nightmares. Not that it was necessarily that, but…it feels weird.

      “So glad you’re here,” Jake murmurs as he shifts against me. He’s still asleep, but his cock is hard and pressing into my bottom. “Need you, Jana.”

      I smile, warmth shifting in and crowding out the nerves. How am I not supposed to flex my hips and rub my rear against him when he says something like that in his sleep?

      “Yes,” he growls. “Love you. Idiot, yeah.”

      It’s just sex talk—and good sex talk, because now I’m on fire. But oh, I like that. A lot. He moves against me, his body hardening up as he wakes. His legs flex as he lifts my thigh on top of his, then notches against my entrance. Super hard.

      Big, and thick, and…bare.

      The flames inside me shoot higher. We’ve done a lot of skin-touching-stuff, but we haven’t talked about birth control yet and he’s always reached for a condom. I’ve got the former covered.

      I take a long, shaky breath and roll away from him and fumble for the drawer. He’s on me as I grab a foil packet, his fingers sliding over mine to take it.

      He’s awake now. I miss the ridiculous sleepy proclamations of love, but alert Jake is a talented Jake. His fingers deftly find my wetness, then he brings us together. Rough and fast, but not too deep. Shallow teases, rubbing all the right spots. Only when I rock back against him does he thrust all the way into me. I cry out, and he covers my mouth.

      There’s no need for that. I made plenty of noise before we fell asleep, when he convinced me to stop worrying and just enjoy the moment of being together.

      Now, though? Now he wants me to hush like a good girl. His breath is loud and fast in my ear as he takes me from behind, on our sides. Nothing polite and spoon-y about this position, though. It’s raw and sleepy and animalistic.

      I need you, too. I fill in the silence with my secret feelings. They grow and pulse in my mind until they tangle up with my physical response and I cry them out against the press of his fingers as I climax.

      “Jake, yes, need, unnnnn…” Love you, too. Please let this grow into that for real.

      He jerks hard against me, coming deep inside me, and as his mouth drops to my shoulder, he sighs. “I could get used to midnight wake-ups like this,” he murmurs.

      It’s the first thing he’s said since he woke up. My heart thumps hard against my ribcage. “Yeah,” I breathe. “Definitely.”

      Hardly declarations of love.

      He ditches the condom, then tugs me back against his side. “Why’d you wake up?”

      “Weird dream.”

      “Okay now?”

      “Mm-hmm. Bone-melting orgasms have a way of scaring boogeymen away.”

      “Are you scared of monsters in the night?”

      “Not usually.”

      “I didn’t think so.” He chuckles. “The first delivery I made to your place, you were on the phone when you answered the door. I don’t know what you were talking about, but you were fierce. And I thought…dang. I hope she gets packages regularly. I want to see that scowl again.”

      I push myself up on my elbow so I can sort-of look at him in the darkness. “My scowl?”

      “Yep. That’s what I fell for. Your demon-no-try-again face.”

      Fell for. Fancy wine, crazy penthouse, weddings with the Queen. There is a lot to be intimidated about with falling in love with Jake Aston. But the way he sees me like nobody else—that’s one hundred percent authentic.

      He keeps showing me over and over again he’s just an ordinary guy in extraordinary circumstances. At some point, it would be a good idea if I start trusting that he’s right.

      Now, for example.

      I lean in and kiss his jaw. “Tell me more about the Hamptons.”

      “The Hamptons?” He grins. “You're willing to admit we might still be dating in the summer?”

      I blush. Oh, he has no idea. I'm starting to think in dangerous terms like forever and always. “Like you say, these middle-of-the-night sexcapades are mighty addictive.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      I wake up earlier than Jana usually does.

      A lot earlier.

      She makes a growling sound as I roll out of bed, and I kiss the top of her head. “Go back to sleep.”

      “What are you doing up?” she mumbles.

      “I’ll workout while I catch up on the markets out of Europe and Asia, then we can have breakfast before I head to the office.”

      “’Kay.”

      She’s back to dreamland before I’ve got my shorts on.

      I’ve got a workout room at the other end of my apartment. I turn on the TV, then put my Bluetooth headset on and use the voice commands to pull up my email and messenger apps on the second screen.

      Aston Corp systems and Starfish Instrumentation hardware. Toby and I make some pretty slick stuff these days. Well, us, a thousand engineers, and ten thousand skilled manufacturing workers.

      It’s too early to see Toby on our private message chain, because he’s on the West Coast, but Ben comes online as I’m racing into my third mile.

      
        Ben: Morning

        Jake: What’s up?

        Ben: I’m having breakfast with my sister

      

      He has two sisters, but he means Elana, who also lives in New York. She owns a cosmetics company, but also sits on the board of their family company, Gladiator Inc, where Ben is now the CEO.

      Their baby sister, Cara, lives in Canada and does her best to ignore the family business.

      
        Jake: Tell Elana I might want two tickets to the Met this year.

        Ben: You know what she’ll say

        Jake: Pay up or don’t bother showing up

        Ben: Exactly

        Jake: It’s a good cause

        Ben: That’s never been reason enough in the past

        Jake: True enough

        Ben: So you’re doing this for a chick

      

      No reason to hide that.

      
        Jake: A woman. Her name is Jana.

        Ben: When did this happen?

        Jake: Before the holidays. When I was in Baltimore. We’ve been taking things slow.

        Ben: But come May, you’ll want her on your arm on Page Six?

        Jake: It might take me that long to convince her I’m serious about us.

        Ben: Whoa. Really?

        Jake: Is that so hard to believe?

        Ben: ….Yes

        Jake: Forget you

        Ben: Love you, too, brother

        Jake: Tell your sister!

        Ben: I will. Dang. Jake’s a goner.

      

      And how.

      From down the hall, I hear Jana moving around.

      
        Jake: She’s up now. Gotta go make her breakfast.
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      She spends all day in meetings with her editorial and production team, then she has dinner with her agent, so I work late. When she texts me that she’s done, I meet her at the Starbucks next to the restaurant they were at. We walk back to my place, holding steaming lattes in our outside hands, the fingers of our near hands entwined.

      “Did you have a good day?” I ask her.

      “I did. I like going into the office. Most of the time my work is so solitary. And then getting to spend another night with you is a sweet treat, too, even if we don’t get much sleep.”

      “You can sleep in tomorrow.”

      “But not with you.”

      “I could be convinced to come back to bed after I check the markets.” I give her an easy, broad grin as my doorman welcomes us to my building. “Thanks, Pierre.”

      She waits until we’re on the elevator before responding. “I don’t want to drag you away from work.”

      I crowd against her, unbuttoning her coat. “Please drag me. I can work after you leave again.”

      We kiss, her pressing up on her toes and me curling down to meet her. I tangle my free hand in her hair as our lips brush, then press closer. Her tongue slides against mine, and suddenly we’re exchanging a lot more than passion. Her lips tremble against mine as I lick her skin and taste her fear, her regret.

      “I’m starting to realize a long distance relationship comes with a lot of negotiation and compromise,” I whisper as the elevator stops on the top floor. I swipe my key access so the doors open, revealing my private foyer. “Come on.”

      We set our lattes down and strip each other out of our winter clothes.

      It’s an hour before we wander back to fetch our now-cold coffees. I drink mine, making a face, and Jana laughs. “We could go out and get another one. Or use that fancy machine in your kitchen.”

      “I’ll do that, too.” I grab her hand and drag her into the kitchen. “Two nights in a row using this space. It’s a record.”

      “I’ll have to visit more often.” She says it in a teasing way, but yes, I want that. I pull her close and rub my hand up and down her back. She’s wearing my shirt and nothing else, and I want her again.

      But just as I’m about to suggest a counter orgasm, her phone chimes, and she regretfully spins away.

      I make a coffee for myself and a hot chocolate for her, then meet her in the living room. She’s furiously typing an email, so I grab my tablet and get into some work myself.

      After a while, she sets her phone down and starts pacing.

      I glance up. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes. Great.” Her face is tight, though.

      “Really?”

      She laughs, then goes back to frowning. “Yes. Super. I just got a green-light to present another line of cards—but I don’t have an idea. And they want to hear a pitch in the morning.”

      “Can I help?”

      She shakes her head. “I just need to do some thinking. What are you working on?”

      I tilt the tablet so she can see the screen. “Reviewing mission letters for the new executive team at SwiftEx. We just poached a kid from Silicon Valley to be the new COO—that was the first successful hire. We’ll have more, though, and I want all the positions to have clear instructions from me for when they hit the ground running. So I drafted letters earlier today and they went through legal and HR. Now they’re back to me.”

      “That sounds…complicated. And here I’m stressed because I can’t think of phrases that rhyme with booze.”

      I set the tablet down on my chest. “You have my full attention.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Go back to what you were doing.”

      “No, seriously, this fascinates me.”

      “Umm. Okay. So…everyone likes a margarita, right? Or a martini? That’s my hypothesis, anyway. The key to a good line of cards is that when someone is standing there buying one card, they like another, too, and then they buy both. Getting someone to buy just one card isn’t enough—they won’t remember you that way. But if you can sell them on a couple of cards, enough that they start to see the similarities in illustration or writing style, then you’ve got a fan.”

      I lean forward and brace my arms on my knees. “So…how can you connect this new idea to what people have liked in the past? Like the everyday superhero pictures?”

      Her eyes go wide and she snaps her fingers. “Yes. Everyday…everyday… Gah. That’s it, but it’s still hazy.” She purses her lips together and nods. “I’ll get it. Anyway, go back to your work.”

      “Do you want me to give you some quiet thinking space? Because I like talking about this.”

      “Space first. Then I’ll tell you where the thoughts land. Deal?”

      My heart swells in my chest and I lean back. “Steal of a deal.”
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      When she returns to Baltimore, we start talking more on the phone. I find myself calling her when I might have reached out to Ben or Toby in the past, when I need an understanding sounding board who doesn’t have a vested interest in whatever I decide.

      And I want to hear about her work, too. She finally figures out what rhymes with martini, and an everyday “congratulations, you’ve survived!” line of cards is borne.

      January folds into February. We go skiing with her family, although Jana manages to avoid using my last name and other than a “rich guy from New York,” they don’t exactly know who I am.

      I’m fine with that.

      She meets Ben, and I meet Nina.

      March brings a big storm to the East coast, and we end up snowed in together for two days. I make her hot chocolate and peppermint lattes and she draws pictures of me at work.

      My invitation to the Met Gala arrives, and I make a sizeable donation to the charity.

      “What are you doing the first week of May?” I ask her.

      “Drawing pictures and trying to convince my cats not to go crazy at the windows just because spring is blooming, probably. I lead a very glamorous life,” she teases.

      “Can you get a cat sitter? I’d like to take you to a thing in the city.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      It’s not until a week later, when I text Jake for the actual days he wants me to be in New York, that I realize “the thing” he wants to take me to is a formal gala on the first Monday of May.

      I devour celebrity news like Girl Scout cookies. The first Monday of May in New York City means the Met Gala.

      “It always matters. There will be some super awkward meeting at the Met Gala. I’ve seen how it goes on TMZ.”

      “I’ve never been to the Met Gala. Do you want to go? Ben goes every year. As far as I can tell it’s a pretentious bore.”

      I was teasing him. I was…oh goodness. I’m going to have an awkward run in with one of the models he’s had sex with. The prophecy is coming true.

      I call Nina in a panic and fill her in.

      “You are a lucky jerk,” she says.

      That’s not helpful. “I’m aware,” I say through gritted teeth. “But that doesn’t change the fact I’m a country bumpkin in comparison to…well, everyone.”

      “Don’t compare yourself to Beyoncé.”

      “I’ve heard that Anna Wintour personally approves each guest. She clearly hasn’t gotten to my name on the list yet, and when she does, Jake’s going to get a call regretfully declining because who is that person?”

      “Maybe he put you down as the future Mrs. Jake Aston, and Anna Wintour knows better than to piss off a hot billionaire?”

      I squeak. I’m not cool enough for any of this.

      Nina laughs. “Seriously, this is a sign he’s serious about you. Or things have gotten slack in the bedroom and he knows the Met is a sure-fire way for you to give up slot C.”

      “Things haven’t gotten slack,” I mutter.

      “But still, put a Brazilian on the to-do list the week before.”

      I’ve been keeping up with that maintenance, not that I’m going to tell her that. Jake doesn’t complain when the hair is growing back in, but when we see each other and I’m freshly waxed, he goes down on me for like an hour.

      Only a fool wouldn’t keep that monthly appointment with that kind of reward.

      “I need a dress,” I whisper.

      “Nope.” Her voice goes crisp and business-like. “Okay, so here’s your first big lesson in dating a billionaire, in public. Things like this? You need a stylist. The stylist will—”

      “I know what a stylist does.” People subscription. TMZ addict. I know what celebrities do. I’m not a celebrity. “I can’t really afford…”

      “Ask Jake who dresses him.”

      “Jake dresses himself.” I frown. “I think.”

      “His tuxes come from somewhere, and I don’t think he spends a lot of time on Fifth Avenue. Just ask.”

      So I do, and when he stops laughing at the question about who dresses him—he agrees, the answer is almost always himself—he apologizes for not mentioning the dress thing yet.

      “I was going to bring it up when you come here next weekend. I should have known you’d have figured out it was the Met Gala on your own.”

      “Sorry for being too clever.”

      “I love how clever you are. I’ll have to work harder at making the next surprise more of an actual surprise. So yes, the weekend before the Gala, there will be a few dresses for you to pick from, and people to help you get ready on the Monday.”

      “And that’s not weird at all for you?”

      “Are you kidding me? It’s weird, kind of vain, and pretentious…but also a lot of fun. You deserve to be spoiled like a princess, Jana. Don’t think twice about it.”

      Of course I still think about it, but I let my thoughts drift in an excited direction instead of worrying about being spoiled. I’m not going to pretend he can’t afford to treat me to a crazy night out.

      And I’m already thinking about how I can give him a special surprise of his own right.
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      April drags on forever. Jake comes to Baltimore twice, but by the time I arrive in New York at the end of the month, I’ve made a mental decision that this just can’t continue like this.

      Something has to change, and I’m pretty sure it’s going to be my address.

      When I arrive at Jake’s building late Friday afternoon, the doorman greets me by name. “Hello, Miss Jana. Mr. Aston just called, he’s ten minutes away, but I can take you up to the penthouse.”

      “I can wait—” But Pierre is already moving toward the elevator. “Okay. Thank you.”

      He hands me a keycard once we’re inside. I’ve seen Jake do this a dozen times now, at least. More, with coming and going. Pierre presses the P button and the elevator swiftly ascends. When we stop on the top floor, he gestures for me to swipe the card to open the doors.

      With a near-silent whoosh, the foyer reveals itself. “Thank you,” I say again, holding out the card.

      He just smiles and waves his hand. “Mr. Aston said to leave it with you.”

      While I’m waiting for Jake, I unpack my bag. I didn’t bring too many extras for this weekend. A few nice bra and panty sets, although I’m not sure what I’ll need under the dresses. I’ll discover that tomorrow, when the stylist brings the short list of outfits over, and there’s time to shop on Sunday, too.

      I have the shoes picked out, though. I carefully lift the black heels out of my suitcase. The upper part of the show is an elaborate filigree pattern cut out of black velvet. Whatever dress I choose to wear must match these, because I fell in love with them.

      The heart wants what the heart wants.

      “Jana?”

      Speaking of what—or who—my heart wants… “In your bedroom!”

      He’s tugging his tie loose as he walks through the door, and my knees go wobbly and weak.

      “Hello, handsome.”

      “My apologies for being delayed.” He pulls me close, and I start to work on his shirt buttons as he kisses me. Hot, hungry kisses that too quickly come to an end. He drags in a rough breath. “An old college buddy is in town. How would you feel about going out for dinner?”

      I sway against him. “Sure.”

      He groans and squeezes the back of my neck. “I’ve missed you. We can make it a later dinner so I can properly show you just how much.”

      “Even better.”
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      We end up at a hipster bistro just off the north end of Central Park, not far from Columbia University. Jake dressed casually, so I follow his lead, and I’m glad I did, because the place is nothing but denim and plaid and ironic t-shirts.

      I recognize Jake’s friend Ben—the only other clean-cut guy in the place—sitting with a taller, broader, bearded man at a table for four. They both stand, and Jake throws his arms around the bearded giant first.

      “Marcus. Goodness, it’s good to see you.” He steps back and wraps his arm around my waist. “This is my girlfriend, Jana.”

      I hold out my hand Marcus takes it in his, his eyes crinkling as he gives me a slow smile. His handshake is firm, but nice. Can a handshake be nice? His is, and I immediately like him.

      We order drinks, and it doesn’t take long for the conversation to turn to how Jake and I met. Marcus howls when I tell him I thought Jake was a delivery driver.

      “He pulled off playing a man of the people? Incredible. Good one, Jake.”

      “I wasn’t trying to trick anyone,” my boyfriend says gruffly, and I squeeze his thigh.

      “I saw what I wanted to see,” I admitted. “I was crushing pretty hard. He could have worn a ‘Hello, My Name is Jake Aston’ sticker and I probably wouldn’t have noticed.”

      Jake covers my hand with his. “It was a mutual crush.”

      The sound of a click drags us back to the other two men. Ben’s holding his phone. “I’m sending this picture to Toby, so he can be a part of the moment when Jake Aston officially—”

      Jake cuts him off with a growl.

      I blush and scramble for something else to talk about. “So, Marcus. What do you do?”

      “I work for the National Park Service in Colorado.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. That wasn’t what I was expecting, although his entire look says rugged, outdoorsy guy. “Cool.”

      Jake claps Marcus on the shoulder. “He was a computer engineer for a few years. We met at MIT. But he was always cutting out of work to climb and hike and do search and rescue.”

      Marcus shrugs. “Pretty much. So I finally realized…that was what I should do on a full-time basis. Turns out there’s a fair bit of paperwork and office time as a park ranger, too. But the ratio of fresh air to behind the desk time is still better.”

      We pause our conversation to order food, then keep going. Marcus is easy to talk to, although I get the sense he’s careful in what he says—and what he doesn’t.

      I have all sorts of questions for Jake about him, but as the night goes on, they slip away. I don’t remember the last time I laughed so hard or enjoyed a meal so much, and that’s saying a lot, because Jake makes me laugh all the time, and my friends are hilarious.

      “Tonight was so much fun,” I murmur against Jake’s cheek as we settle in the back of his car just before midnight.

      “It was.” He grins and gives me a quick kiss. “And you’re pretty toasted.”

      “Just toasted enough.”

      “Enough for what?”

      “Dirty things. Secrets. Whatever you want.”

      “Yes, please.” He shifts his thighs, spreading them wider. I drop my hand to the top of his leg and relish how tight and flexed the muscles are there. Then I stroke my hand higher, happy to find him hard and tight there, too. He groans under his breath. “Ah…”

      I squeeze his erection through his jeans. “I wish we could do this more often.”

      “Mmmm.” He licks his lower lip, and I get distracted by how good his mouth looks when he slicks it wet like that.

      “Because the long-distance thing…”

      He rolls his head toward me and gives me a lazy smile. “Yeah?”

      “I just feel like it’s a little dysfunctional. In a long-term sense.” Whoa. Get a little whiskey in me—and some wine, and those shots, too… And suddenly I’m sharing everything.

      But before I can walk that back, he nods. “You’re right.”

      “I am?”

      “Of course.”

      “Oh. Good.”

      He traces his fingertips over my cheek. “We should talk about this tomorrow.”

      Under my hand, his cock flexes, lengthening. Inside my belly, a corresponding heat swirls. Yes. Tomorrow. Because tonight, or whatever remains of it, we’re definitely busy with something else. Something more physical than a conversation about making our long-distance thing something more…local.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      The world is too bright.

      I jam my eyelids shut again and roll over, burying my face in Jake’s pillow.

      He’s out of bed already. I hear him moving around, then there’s a faint whir and the room darkens. “Is that better?”

      I lift my head an inch and blink my eyes in his general direction. They feel like I rubbed sand in them. “I think I’m hungover,” I mumble as I take in the fine view of him in a towel, freshly showered.

      He doesn’t look hungover.

      He sets a cup of coffee on the nightstand. “We had a big night.”

      “Let me guess, you’ve already run your miles and made a half-dozen business deals.”

      “Today was arm day, not running.” He chuckles as I flop back against his pillow. “You can sleep for another hour. The stylist is arriving at eleven.”

      “I’m up.” But I don’t move. Moving sounds over-rated in a big way.

      A soft thunk tells him his towel has hit the floor, and that’s motivating. I roll onto my side so I can watch him get dressed. I know he said it was arm day, but his rear is high and tight, with those yummy hollows on either side that make me wonder if he jogs up and down the stairs to the penthouse when I’m not here. Maybe he only uses the elevator for Jana-seduction-purposes.

      I should work out more.

      Drinking last night was a mistake if I want to fit into fancy dresses today.

      On the other hand, his pillows are so—
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      When I wake up the second time, the coffee Jake had set beside the bed has been replaced with a new cup, and now there’s a croissant, too.

      I shove myself up, sitting back against the headboard. Coffee, good. Food, good.

      My phone dings at me.

      
        Nina: Can I come for the dress show-and-tell?

        Jana: Sure.

        Nina: I’m downstairs.

        Jana: That was optimistic.

        Nina: I’m showing this conversation to the doorman. He’s going to bring me up.

      

      There’s no point in arguing with her, so I throw on some clothes and get to the elevator just as she’s stepping off.

      “Wow,” she whispers, her eyes wide.

      Then she gets a beaming smile on her face, and I don’t need to turn around to know Jake has come into the room.

      Nina loves Jake. They’ve met twice, both times out in public, and she thinks he’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.

      She’s not wrong, but I don’t like to give her too much praise for being right in this regard. She likes to take all the credit for us ending up together.

      She’s not wrong on that point, either.

      At least she hasn’t brought up the crotchless underwear yet, but the morning is still young.

      “Jake,” she says, and I swear she skips as she crosses to give him a quick hug before she turns to greet me properly.

      Me, her best friend. At least my hug is longer and tighter than the one she gave Jake.

      “I’m so excited about this whole thing. The dresses, the stylist, the jewels.” She spins around. “There will be jewels, right, Jake?”

      He grins and shrugs. “Maybe.”

      “That’s a yes.” She presses her hand to her chest and sighs happily. “This is like Cinderella come to life.”

      I catch Jake’s eye and mouth, Escape while you still can.

      He winks and heads into the kitchen to make Nina coffee instead.

      There are big moments in a relationship when you realize just how important someone is to you. Then there are the little moments, like your billionaire boyfriend being amused by your crazy over-the-top bestie, and the oh my goodness, I love this man feelings take you completely by surprise.

      “Nina, would you like a croissant?” he calls from the kitchen.

      “Please!”

      “I should shower,” I tell her. “You go have some brunch and I’ll be right back.”

      When I return, Jake is sliding his laptop into a messenger bag.

      I glance past him, but Nina’s safely in the kitchen. “Are you escaping?” I whisper.

      He kisses me quickly. “You said I could.”

      “Take me with you.”

      “And have you miss your Cinderella experience? We couldn’t do that to Nina.”

      “Curse you for being right.” I sigh. “I’ll text you when we’re done.”

      “I’m just going to the office, I’m not far away if you need me.” He slings the bag over his shoulder and heads for the elevator. “And hey, don’t forget your key if you go out.”

      “I…” I glance toward the table in the foyer, where I left it. “The one Pierre used?”

      Jake stops mid-stride, his expression rapidly shifting from confused to chagrined to amused. “Yeah. Hang on.” He jogs to the foyer and comes back holding the key. “So I was thinking you should have a key to my place. This place. So you can come and go whenever. And so you’d know you’re always welcome.”

      I’d seen where he was going with this when his face displayed that circuit of reactions, but it still makes me all warm and feel-y inside. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve been thinking about this for a while,” he murmurs, pressing the card into my hand. He doesn’t let go once I take it. Instead, his fingers circle my wrist as his other hand cups my face. “I like knowing I’m coming home to you.”

      Boom. I don’t know if this is a big moment or a little moment, but there goes my heart again, exploding all over the place.

      “Okay.”

      “I l—” He cuts himself off as the elevator dings behind him.

      The dresses.

      My heart is pounding. Dang Cinderella moment getting in the way of my other special moment.

      “Later,” he whispers.

      He makes his way around Pierre and two impossibly petite women, both dressed head-to-toe in black. Neither of them give Jake a second glance. They’re both laser-focused on me.

      “You must be Jana,” Intense Girl 1 says.

      “We’re so excited to dress you for the Met,” Intense Girl 2 says. “I’m Kyra, and this is Nikki.”

      I hold out my hand. Okay, Kyra’s got a decent grip. Marcus would be proud. “Thank you for bringing me…” I wave at the giant cart behind them. “All of Nordstrom, maybe?”

      They laugh.

      Good. If they like awkward and dorky jokes, we’re going to get on just fine.

      “I’ve got my best friend here for—” Uncensored judgement, probably. “Moral support.”

      I introduce them to Nina and they decline her offer of coffee. Apparently Jake showed her how the fancy machine works.

      They get right down to it. Their cart unfolds to reveal four garment bags hanging inside, as well as a set of shelves filled with shoes and small, white boxes.

      “Undergarments,” Nikki says when my gaze lingers there.

      “I have…my own?”

      She smiles. “Just in case.”

      And with the first dress, a stunning emerald green one-shoulder dress, I realize what she means. I don’t know if my strapless bra will work with that, the way it dips in the back.

      “This one has a built in structure, so you probably don’t need a bra. Would you like to try it on here, or in your bedroom?”

      Jake’s room, but I don’t correct her. I blush. “Here is fine.”

      They’re pros about that, too, and quickly I’m being zipped in. It’s gorgeous, but it’s so tight across the hips I’m not sure I can sit in a limo for the drive to the museum. “It’s a bit tight,” I admit.

      “But perfect through the waist and bust,” Kyra says, nodding brusquely. “On to option two.”

      My breath catches as soon as they unzip the second garment bag. Acres of creamy tulle and lace spill into Nikki’s hands as she lifts out a classic long-sleeved gown. It looks like something Grace Kelly might wear, and I want it so much it hurts, but this, too, doesn’t fit when I try it on.

      “Oh,” I say, my voice cracking. It’s just a bit too big. The sleeves are too long, and the shoulders too broad.

      “You’re a petite thing, for all your curves,” Nikki says. “I think the next dress might be perfect.”

      “This one…” I’m putting the cart way before the horse. I don’t know if I’ll have another reason to wear it. “Could it be altered? Not for Monday, but for another event?”

      “Of course. Would you like us to arrange for that? Mr. Aston said you should keep any and all of the dresses you like.”

      I run my hands down the ivory bodice. It looks like a wedding dress. “Maybe…”

      “Consider it done. And now, option three. This one is the most in keeping with the design standards of this year’s honorary chair. Of course, you don’t need to choose it for that reason, but we believe it’s the one that will most match the common themes others go for.”

      “Oh, now you’ve got me curious.” I hug the lace dress to me. I think my heart has already been lost to a dress I can’t wear. So now we might as well be logical about the next two options.

      Except when they reveal the next one, it’s not just the most fashion-forward design so far, it’s also sexy. “Wow,” I breath. It’s got a black satin bodice, cut sharply, and then a billowing chiffon skirt that fades from black at the hips to a stark white at the bottom. Flames of gray lick up and down the skirt as the fabric flows. It’s modern and monochromatic and I like it a lot. “Yes, this one, maybe.”

      They unzip me out of the lace, and I step into the new dress. The skirt swirls around me in layers as they fit it to my body, and Nina is already clapping before I turn around.

      “Yes, that’s the one.” She nods proudly. “You look like a model.”

      “I even have shoes for it,” I say, not quite believing how perfect the dress is. “Nina, they’re on the low dresser in Jake’s bedroom, can you grab them?”

      Kyra whips out her measuring tape. “Now let’s just figure out what bra size you are, and then we’ll move on to undergarments.”

      “I’m a—”

      She shakes her head. “Oh, honey. Whatever you think you are is probably wrong. And for this dress, let’s just start from ground zero. We want to get it right. Arms up, good, and down.”

      It turns out my band size was an inch too loose, and my cup size a letter too small. They have one bra on their cart in my new size, and they’re right—it does fit better.

      “We can bring you more options in that size on Monday, if you’d like,” Nikki offers.

      I shake my head. “Nina? Let’s go lingerie shopping.”

      Kyra beams proudly and hands over a quick handwritten list. “Excellent. Look for these brands and these sizes and shapes. I think for Monday, you want a full body suit to hold in your adorable tummy.” I raise my eyebrow at her and she blushes for the first time since this whirlwind dressing thing started. “I mean…”

      Nina laughs. “She means your tummy is adorable and I know Jake agrees. But for Monday, we want that sucker flat all night. Get one with an extra panel. Don’t worry, they come in sexy versions, right?”

      The stylists nod.

      Three against one. Time to do some shopping.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Six

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      On Sunday morning, Jana joins me in my gym just as I’m finishing my run. She’s sipping a green smoothie and hands another for me.

      “Are we being healthy after the excess of Friday night?”

      “Something like that.” She eyes my treadmill suspiciously.

      “Would you like to have a run?”

      “No.” The answer comes fast enough that I know it’s not quite what she meant to say, and we both chuckle.

      “Are you nervous about tomorrow?”

      “Oh my goodness, yes.” She sags against the treadmill arm and makes a face. “Also, I don’t know how to make a good green smoothie. It’s missing coffee, whipped cream, and a Starbucks barista to prepare it properly.”

      I take a sip of mine. It’s great, for what it is. I lean in. “I’ll let you in on a secret. The only people who truly love these things don’t have taste buds. Or they’ve never had a Frappucino.”

      “I don’t think one day of a green smoothie and pretending to exercise is going to make a difference,” she says. “So we should go to Starbucks.”

      “We definitely should. And on the way, you should tell me why you’re nervous about tomorrow.”

      “I told you months ago that we’re going to have an awkward run-in with a supermodel ex.” She’s teasing, but there’s a kernel of fear that’s very real to her at the core of that.

      I pull her close and brush my lips against the curve of her ear. “There is no drama in my life that will touch you. I wouldn’t put you in that position.”

      “No supermodel exes?”

      “Two of them. I don’t think either of them will be there, but there definitely wouldn’t be any drama. One of them is pregnant with her second kid and very happily married. The other is very happily unmarried and living in Paris. Neither of them thought I was that great a boyfriend, to be honest.”

      “Well, they’d be wrong.”

      “Would they?” I like the fierceness in her voice.

      “You’re smart and sexy and full of surprises. What’s not to like?”

      “You bring out the good boyfriend in me.”

      “You didn’t make the supermodels coffee?”

      I didn’t have the supermodels stay over at my place. “They weren’t serious relationships.”

      She bites her lip, I’m sure to keep from pointing out that coffee in the morning is not a marker of a serious relationship. It is for me, though. Or it was. I’ve got bigger plans up my sleeve.

      I drag her into the shower with me, where we both get a bit of a workout that she’s definitely agreeable to, then we head to Starbucks.

      It’s warm, so once we have our drinks, we head into the park. It’s busy this morning. Lots of runners, people out with their dogs, and lots of people with kids. Central Park is like having the most amazing backyard, full of history and pleasant strangers.

      It wasn’t always that way. I grew up here. This was my backyard, in a very different way. New York in the Eighties was a very different place. The park was dangerous at night, and not much better during the day.

      “Want to see where I used to play baseball as a kid?”

      “Uh, yes.” She laughs. “Yes! Of course I do.”

      “It’s a bit of a walk.”

      She slides her fingers through mine. “I’ve got all the time in the world. Show me your childhood.”

      I tell her about the park conservation program that turned Central Park around through my later childhood, and how my mother made me volunteer with the gardeners when she caught me smoking. “That was the most mother-like thing she ever did.”

      Jana doesn’t say anything. She hasn’t met my mother yet, because the day after I told Mother I had a girlfriend I wanted to introduce her to, she flew to Italy for a so-called retreat I hadn’t heard anything about.

      It’s possible the two aren’t related, but I’m not holding my breath.

      We curve around the back of the Met and I point it out. “We’ll walk back down Fifth so you can see the front. They’re probably putting up the tent for the covered entrance today.”

      A pair of runners sprint past us, and Jana watches them for a few seconds before asking me why I don’t ever run through the park.

      “I do, all the time.”

      “Not when I’m at your place.”

      “Because you’re at my place. The treadmill is faster and I can multitask work, and get both out of the way faster so I can rejoin you in bed, or on a walk.”

      “This view is incredible,” she says as we reach the path around the lake. On the other side, the apartment buildings of Central Park West rise above the trees. “Maybe I’ll take up jogging. Or walking briskly.”

      “Are there any great parks in Baltimore?”

      She snorts. “No. We’re more like New York, circa 1982.”

      Ah, well, there’s always my treadmill. “Because I bought a building yesterday. In the Inner Harbor.”

      She trips over her feet and spins around. “My Inner Harbor? Baltimore’s Inner Harbor? That—”

      “Yes.”

      “What sort of building?”

      “A tall one. Good for business-ing and things like that.”

      “Jake!”

      “What? You said you like it when I’m full of surprises.”

      “I meant showing up in Vermont for an afternoon of sex.”

      “We can have many afternoons of sex if I work in Baltimore. Middle of the nights, early mornings…”

      “Only a billionaire would think the solution to us being apart is for you to move your entire company to me.”

      “Not the entire company. Just a division. The CEO’s office. The rest of the building we’ll lease to other companies.”

      A breeze picks up and she pushes an errant strand of hair off her face. Her eyes are bright and wide, and her cheeks are flushed.

      I love you. I really shouldn’t say that just yet. I should let her process.

      “This is…you just gave me a key to your place. I think the next step is a drawer, not a real estate transaction.”

      “You don’t think that’s a logical solution?”

      “It would make way more sense for me and the cats to move closer to you.”

      “Closer?”

      “I was thinking New Jersey.”

      New Jersey? I love you. Maybe it is time to say. I tug her to the side of the path as another group of runners storms past. They’re loud. Maybe this isn’t the right place. I don’t know, I’ve never done this before. I love you.

      It’s pretty easy in my head.

      She searches my face. “Don’t worry. I’m not inviting myself into the penthouse or anything.”

      “You should. I love you.” It turns out, it’s easy to say out loud, too. I grin. “And that’s why I bought a building in Baltimore. Because I love you.”

      “Buying a skyscraper isn’t romantic.” She laughs. “Except it is, sort of. My heart’s all fluttery over it,” she whispers. “Oh, Jake.”

      I pull her into my arms and kiss her. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “We can fight about where we’re going to live when we get to the East Meadow.”

      “What’s that?” she breathes, her voice all husky.

      “Where I used to play baseball.”

      “That doesn’t sound private.”

      “It’s not, you’ll need to contain yourself.”

      “But you love me,” she whispers, wiggling closer. “That feels like we should celebrate with dirty sex.”

      I take her hand and pull her toward the next exit out of the park. Grass show-and-tell time can wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

      

    

    
      Jana

      The make-up artist does a final swipe of nail polish. “How does that look?”

      “Perfect.”

      “Okay, now it’s Nina’s turn.”

      My bestie took the day off work to come and be pampered at Jake’s apartment with me. She’s not going to the Gala, but that’s no reason why we can’t take advantage of the pampering and make it for two instead of one.

      We even get Daisy on a video chat and promise her she can come up for the next one.

      “I wasn’t expecting quite this much…fuss,” I admit to them both when the stylists are steaming my dress in another room.

      “Get used to it,” Nina says with a pleased smile.

      “Stop taking credit. You thought Jake was a delivery driver,” I point out.

      “And so did you. I swear you fell in love with him from the first delivery.”

      “Second,” I say. “The first one I was on the phone with the cable company and I didn’t really notice much other than he was hot.”

      “What happened during the second delivery?”

      He’d gotten down at cat level and had a serious hello-nice-to-meet-you moment with Trick and Jared. Larken had hidden, of course. “He was sweet to my cats.”

      “Awww.”

      And now they were going to move here. Kitten, too, although she isn’t much of a kitten anymore, but that’s her name now for good.

      Kyra and Nikki emerge from the never-used second bedroom and pronounce the dress ready to put on.

      I stand up and tighten my robe around me. Beneath it I’m wearing a push-up black silk body suit that’s basically a bra and panties with a silk panel in between to hold my “adorable tummy” in, as the stylists said. I was skeptical, but it’s actually seriously sexy, and I can’t wait for Jake to peel me out of my dress at the end of the night.

      I excuse myself to go check on my boyfriend, who’s in his office, working.

      I find him on the phone, but he catches my eye and holds up his finger. He ends the call, then stands and prowls toward me. “What do you have under that robe?”

      “That is for me to know and you to discover later tonight. How much time until we need to leave? Should I put on my dress now?”

      He tugs on the soft cotton of the robe and holds me close so he can kiss me. “We’ve got enough time for me convince you—” An alarm sounds from his phone. He groans. “No we don’t. Well played.”

      “I like surprises, too.” I stick my tongue out at him. “Do up your bow tie, Mr. Aston. We have a gala to attend.”

      He catches my hand and brings my fingers to the black bow tie hanging loose around his neck. “You do it.”

      Heat swirls in his gaze as I take the two ends of the tie and…do nothing. “I don’t know how to tie a bow tie.”

      “Oh, I can teach you.” He smiles, slow and lazy. “Take the left hand side, and cross it over the right hand—no, your left. My right.”

      I fix it, then rest my knuckles against the hard planes of his chest. Jake in a tux is eye candy. Touching Jake in a tux is foreplay. “Got it.”

      “Now loop the top one around the bottom one and bring it up through the loop around my neck. No hanging jokes.”

      “Never.”

      “Now you’re going to fold the hanging bit up and to the right, so it makes a bow, with the loop pointing to the right. Good.”

      “My right, your left,” I tease him, and his muscles flex beneath my fingers. I want to stroke the smooth cotton of his dress shirt, but my hands are full of black satin tie.

      “Now drop the top tail down, so the skinny bit covers the middle of the bow, and…”

      “I see it,” I whisper, carefully folding it up and sliding it behind the first bow before I pull it tight. “It’s a little lopsided. Should I do it again?”

      He stills my hands. “It’s perfect.”

      “I want to do it again.”

      He grins. “Okay.”

      He walks me through the steps again, faster this time, and going quicker makes the bow neater. And when it’s done, I smooth my hands down his chest.

      “That was really hot,” I whisper.

      “Hot enough to earn me a peek under the robe?”

      “Nope. I don’t want to get stuck waiting behind Beyoncé. Get your butt in gear, mister.”

      I spent the morning pouring over coverage of previous years’ Galas, and I’ve decided the best time to arrive is before the live streaming coverage begins. The chairs of the event arrive just after six, so I want to arrive at quarter after the hour, and even if our driver gets stuck in traffic, it’s only four blocks.
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      Only four blocks, and yet it still takes half an hour to get there because we need to loop around and come down Fifth Avenue, and then we get stuck in a queue of stretch SUVs.

      Jake squeezes my hand. “Can I distract you by guessing what’s under your dress? Is it lime green? Bright pink?”

      I smile. “Basic black.”

      “Interesting switch up.” He winks.

      “I considered wearing bright pink stockings, but they didn’t go with my open-toed shoes.”

      “I can arrange for another gala event for us to go to. Or you could just wear them for me.”

      “I could do that,” I whisper. “But I like galas, too.”

      “You say that now. You haven’t heard the din of noise when we get out of the car.”

      He’s not wrong. It’s deafening. When our driver pulls up at the spot where we get out, there’s a solid security presence keeping paparazzi at bay, but nothing can muffle the roar of more than a hundred photographers hungry for just the right shot.

      “Get out of the way! Get off the carpet! Jerk, you’re blocking my shot! Taylor, turn around! Turn around! We can’t see you!” It wasn’t just one person screaming it, but the noise all runs together into one screech.

      “Ignore them,” Jake murmurs in my ear. “It’s all a game. They’re trying to get people to react. Slip, pull a face, something like that. Or maybe they actually will get the perfect shot. But they don’t have press access, and what they want isn’t my concern.”

      My heart beats fast in my chest as I nod.

      We snake forward in a line to get to the red carpet area. A publicist with a walkie-talkie at the top of the line is controlling who can move forward, and when we get to her, she recognizes Jake. “Mr. Aston, welcome to the Met Gala. You can move up the stairs on the right-hand side. Please stay a few paces behind Ms. Bellevue ahead of you.”

      He murmurs his thanks and sets his hand on my arm, just behind my elbow. “Ready?”

      “Sure, whatever, no big deal,” I say breathlessly. Then I totally reveal my inner dork because I squeal. “The carpet isn’t red!”

      He laughs. “They went blue this year, I guess.”

      I tip my face up to beam at him, and flashbulbs explode to our right.

      I don’t care how ridiculous I look in that photo, I’m going to frame it.

      He gives me a look of infinite fondness. “Let’s go. Four flights of stairs, then we’re done with the gauntlet.”

      On each landing, we stop and he’s photographed. Sometimes they ask who I am, and he always replies the same way. “My girlfriend, Jana.” He doesn’t give them my last name. It’s none of their business, he’s insisted over and over again when we’ve discussed how to handle this.

      He swears he’ll destroy anyone that invades my privacy. I’m not sure he has that power—I’m not sure anyone does—but I can handle some curiosity because of who I’m dating.

      It’s a small price to pay for the way he looks at me.

      At the top of the stairs, he laces his fingers through mine, and we leave the public spectacle behind.

      Inside, there’s a receiving line. I feel faint as Jake air-kisses Anna Wintour, then she turns to me. “Lovely to meet you,” she says.

      “It’s an honor to be here,” I whisper, and then we’re moving on down the line, greeting the other hosts of the evening, including the designer being honored this year, Rei Kawakubo. She’s wearing sneakers, but she tells me she loves my shoes, and I proudly say I chose them myself.

      Then we move into an exhibit hall where an installation details Kawakubo’s early work, her most popular period, and then most recently, the pieces where she’s almost left fashion behind except for as a purely artistic expression.

      It’s incredible, and we spend a full hour exploring that before we find our seats for dinner.

      Ben is standing next to the table Jake leads me to. Unlike Jake, he’s not in a classic black tux. Instead he’s wearing a jacket covered in a black and white geometric pattern, and he gives me a wicked look as we approach.

      “Now we match, Jana. Promise me a dance.”

      Jake growls at him.

      “My dance card might be full,” I say, and Ben rolls his eyes.

      “We’ll distract him with business deals. This is happening.” He gestures to a woman deep in conversation behind him. She’s wearing an avant garde outfit that can only be one of Rei Kawakubo’s pieces. “My sister, Elana. I’ll introduce you properly once she’s done talking to the exhibit curator. She picked out my jacket, so she’ll be pleased at our coordination.”

      “I’m also wearing black and white,” Jake points out.

      “Sure, sure,” Ben says with a wink. “Okay, I’ll be good.”

      As soon as I meet Elana Russo in person, I realize I’ve seen her many times on the pages of Vogue.

      “I think I follow you on Instagram,” I blurt out, and she laughs.

      “That’s awesome. I really love what they’ve done for cosmetics. I’m not as on top of it as some of the up and coming designers, but it’s a lot of fun. Do you find it useful as an illustrator?”

      “My Instagram account is mostly my cats,” I admit. “I never thought about using it for work. I’m kind of hopeless with the business side of things.”

      “Oh, cats are great. What you want is to find a way to be authentically you and leverage it.” She twists around and looks at a man a few tables over. When he catches her eye, she waves him over. “You want to talk to this guy.”

      “Who is he?”

      “He oversaw the Facebook buyout of Instagram.”

      That’s a bit above my level. Before I freak out, Jake smoothly intervenes. “Elana, chill out. We’re here to have fun tonight.”

      She sighs. “Oh, Jake Aston. Now that you’re in love, it’s like I hardly even know you. Have fun?”

      One corner of his mouth quirks up. “I know. I’m trying something new.”

      Dinner passes in a blur, then there’s an incredible performance by an R&B singer before everyone takes to the dance floor.

      For all his teasing, Ben doesn’t ask me to dance, and that’s for the best, because Jake isn’t letting me go. He even holds on to my hand during faster songs, but it’s the slow ones I like best, because he wraps me in his arms and holds me right against his body, hard and solid. It’s magical and sweet and sexy, too, with heat and want building between us as the night spirals on.

      There’s talk of going to an after party, but when Jake calls for his car, and he pulls me onto the dance floor for one more slow spin, I decide I just want to go home.

      When he strokes his fingertips up my spine, settling his hand in the bare spot at the top of my back, I lean in to his touch and shiver. “Maybe we should—”

      “Head straight home?” His eyes glitter. “I agree.”

      “Oh, good.” I sway back toward him and he leans in, pressing his forehead against mine as we turn slowly, then he kisses me.

      I’m sure it looks gentle and romantic from anyone else’s vantage point, but I can feel him tighten up around me as his lips part mine. I get the rough swipe of his tongue against my skin, between my teeth, then up against my own tongue, hot and demanding.

      “Now,” he says, and I nod.

      Right now.
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      We hold hands in the elevator up to the penthouse.

      Neither of us says anything, and we don’t kiss or grope or anything like that. But with each passing second, my nipples grow tighter and my smile curves wider.

      I can feel him looking at me, a sideways glance that is so nakedly full of longing I will spontaneously combust if I meet his gaze.

      So instead I stare straight ahead and squeeze his fingers with mine.

      I’m yours, forever.

      No rush. No more aching because we’re apart. It’ll take a few weeks to sort out the move, but then I’m his, and I’ll be here, and we can do this every single night.

      Not the Met part. But the hands and the longing and the knowledge that as soon as the elevator doors open, I’ll be in his arms and he’ll be inside me and it’ll be perfect.

      The lift stops, and he swipes his card.

      Mundane little details that reassure, no this isn’t a dream.

      This is your life, Jana. You and your super hot delivery guy, who’s hung and good with cats and goes down on you like an oral sex rock star.

      Plus he’s got a decent job.

      Check, check, check.

      The doors slide open.

      I take a deep breath, and as I exhale, Jake picks me up. “Enough waiting,” he growls, and he strides through his apartment—our apartment—high above New York City with me in his arms.

      I lose my clutch somewhere in the hallway. My shoes are removed by a very lusty Mr. Aston as I perch on the edge of the bed, then he spins me around and unzips my dress, revealing the black body suit underneath.

      His hands slide over my hips, from the black silk to bare skin, then curve around to cup my rear as I undo the bowtie. “This is even sexier,” I purr. “Undressing you.”

      “Faster.”

      “Be patient—” I shriek as he tips me back onto the bed, then looms above me, big and turned on and gorgeous. His mouth is hot and wet against my collarbone, then lower, between my breasts. He licks the skin there, a wide swath with his tongue that makes me moan.

      “Your cleavage has been torturing me all night.”

      “You didn’t say anything.”

      “I was this close to dragging you behind that kimono exhibit and ravaging you.”

      “Ravaging sounds fun.”

      “Next time.”

      “Deal.” I sigh as he runs his nose along the satin bra cup, then he uses his teeth to tug it down, freeing my nipple to the cool air. “Jake, yes…”

      “Yes, what?”

      “Suck there…”

      “Here?” He pulls the soft flesh at the side of my breath into his mouth. “Mmm.”

      “Jake.”

      “Yes?”

      “Lick my nipple, please. And suck it.”

      He growls in appreciation and does both, and when he switches to the other side, he keeps up the delicious torture on the first side with his fingers, pinching and pulling and twisting until I’m hot and bothered and writhing beneath him.

      Then he rolls me over, tapping my rear with a lazy slap as he pulls me up onto my knees. I rock on all fours, shamelessly presenting myself to him, because that’s how turned on I am—I’ve reached the it’s a good idea to wiggle your pussy at the horny guy stage.

      “I like this…thing…” he says as presses his hips against mine and strokes his fingers down my back. “You’re so curvy in it.” He squeezes my hips and runs his thumbs down the edge of the fabric where it disappears between my butt cheeks.

      Then he presses there, through the fabric, but still.

      He’s rubbing my rear, and it’s hot.

      I gasp, and he circles his thumb again.

      “Yes?”

      I sigh and drop my head to the bed. “Yes.”

      “Right here?”

      “Please…”

      “Just a finger.”

      Seriously, he could do whatever he wants to me, but sure, let’s start with a finger.

      He pulls away, then lube and a condom land beside me on the bed. I twist my head so I can watch him strip before he crawls back to where I’m waiting in the middle of the giant bed.

      He kisses my hip, then my thigh, and across to my sex. I close my eyes as he noses me through the silky fabric, then he tugs it aside and licks me from top to bottom. He groans and I rock against his face. More, yes, that, oh goodness.

      “No, need you bare,” he whispers, then he’s behind me, helping me up. My head spins as he unzips the lingerie down my back before pressing me back down again. He works it off my legs, one at a time. He’s being so careful, and I can feel his hands shake.

      He’s going to stop being careful any second, but he doesn’t want to rip the lingerie I made such a big deal of. Oh, my sweet man.

      Then his hands land heavy on my hips.

      Sweet, dirty man.

      He strokes his fingers through my slickness, teasing my clit on each glide, then after a pause where I imagine he sheathes himself, he presses into me. Deep, all the way, filling me up to the point of stealing my breath.

      “Yes,” he groans. “Goodness, I love you.”

      I pulse around him.

      “Want to take you hard.”

      “Do it.” I push back against him and he thrusts his hips. “Yes, that. Love it. Love you.”

      He takes his time easing back, then pumps forward fast and hard. Lazy pull, hard push. It’s torturous and amazing at the same time, dragging his heavy erection over all the nerve endings inside me before rocking forward so fast it’s like a jolt to the system.

      And with each thrust, I can feel him swelling inside me. Getting harder. Closer.

      I’m shamelessly humping back against him because I’m out of my mind with need. He’s so big, and it almost hurts it’s so good, but it doesn’t because he gets me so wet.

      So good, so big, so wet.

      I’m the luckiest jerk in the world. I need to tell Nina she was right.

      And then.

      Then he touches me between my rear cheeks, his fingers slick with lube I didn’t even hear him open, and wait, I was wrong.

      Now I’m the luckiest jerk in the world.

      Who knew that felt so mind-blankingly right?

      Just a finger.

      Just the tip.

      Then more, the whole finger, and I might explode and holy hell, his fingers are big. Not sure about the rest of him. But whatever, he can have me, all of me, however he wants me, because—

      I explode into an orgasm that takes me by surprise, and my legs are shaking. Oh goodness, oh goodness, oh… And it’s too much, suddenly, all of it, but I’m still coming. I scream as he chases me up the bed, although we don’t really move, so maybe I’m just shaking on the spot, and my mind is blank but full of crazy thoughts at the same time.

      Like…let’s do that again.

      Right now.

      Anal.

      Who knew that was the perfect ending to the perfect day?

      With a guttural groan that slides right in my soul, because I make him make that sound, Jake slams his cock inside my pussy one more time, and holds me down as he comes inside me. He’s twitching too, all of his muscles straining and tense, and we slowly melt into the bed.

      “Wow,” I say as he rolls me over.

      He kisses me. It’s wet and dirty and makes me hum inside. “Be right back,” he whispers, and I close my eyes. He returns before I open them, and his mouth covers mine again. “Was that good?”

      I grin. “You know it was.”

      “A solid five out of ten on the okay scale?”

      “Definitely at least a six,” I tease. “More than adequate.” I shiver, and he covers me with his body more. “I want to do that again.”

      “I’ll need ten minutes and a green smoothie.”

      “Not now.” I yawn. “But like…more of that. What we did.”

      “You liked me playing with your rear?”

      I nod.

      “Good. Because I want to do more of that, too. I love every inch of you, and nothing makes me happier than you screaming my name.”

      “Did I do that?”

      “And how.” I blush and he trails kisses down my neck as his fingers stroke up my thigh. “Are you sure not now? Second round in the shower.” He curls his hand over my butt and dips into the crease there. “I’ll be gentle.”

      And just like that, sleep can wait.
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      Jana

      
        July

      

      Six hours until a week of vacation.

      I give the cats a sidelong glance from where I’m sitting at my new desk in my new office. Our new office, really, because their brand-new, top-of-the-line cat trees take up half the room. This isn’t a hardship because the room is massive, and I have cat mom guilt about upsetting their world order in such a significant way.

      Can they sense I’m abandoning them?

      It’s been a big adjustment. We moved to New York a month ago and Larken still spends most of her time under the armoire in the corner.

      Kitten loves the forest of carpet-covered climbing things, though. And the boys do, too. Jake’s bribes have worked on three feline friends, and Larken will get there eventually, too.

      “You guys will be well taken care of this week,” I tell them.

      They ignore me, so I look out the window. I didn’t even realize until I moved in that the apartment had a view of the park. This room is beside his home gym, and I couldn’t believe it when I realized it was unused.

      He just shrugged and said he prefers the other side of the building because it’s quieter.

      Ha. Like the faint soundtrack of New York traffic is a negative. Not for this girl. I’m living every romantic comedy movie I grew up watching. Plus in my version, it doesn’t end with a kiss in the park.

      I blush as I think about the way Jake woke me up in the early morning, with a long, slow, dirty kiss between my legs.

      “Gotta go to work,” he’d whispered. “Be back mid-afternoon.”

      I’m cramming to get my own work done, too.

      Well, at the moment I’m staring out the window and thinking about what I’ve packed for a week in the Hamptons. It’s all a part of the creative process.

      I doodle an oversized beach umbrella with feet sticking out from beneath it. Not exactly the task on my to-do list, but it’s a drawing and I’m an illustrator and ha—productive.

      I frown and reach for my phone.

      
        Jana: Do they have beach umbrellas at this beach house?

        Jake: Yes.

        Jana: Big ones? We could stop at Costco on the way.

        Jake: Sure. But I think they have umbrellas of all sizes.

        Jana: Have you ever been to Costco?

        Jake: There’s a first time for everything.

        Jana: It’ll be a zoo. What time are you back?

        Jake: Should be there before three.

        Jana: Okay. Love you!

      

      He sends back a heart emoji and I spin in my chair. Beach umbrellas and heart emojis deserve an extra bikini in the suitcase. Productivity can wait.

      On my way back from the bedroom, the dedicated phone line from downstairs rings. Jake’s made it clear that if I’m working and don’t want to be disturbed, I don’t need to answer it, but since I’m already up, I think it’s polite to acknowledge whatever it is.

      “Hello?”

      “Good morning, Miss Jana. It’s Pierre.”

      “Good morning, Pierre. How are you?”

      “Excellent, thank you. There is a delivery here for you that requires a signature, and the driver will not allow me to sign on your behalf. I tried to explain how things are usually done, but he’s insistent.”

      “That’s fine, send him up.” I’m not expecting anything from work, but given that Nina knows I’m going away with all of Jake’s friends for a week, I’m sure she’s sent a C.O.D. box of sex toys or something.

      I wait until the elevator dings, and then I push the button that opens the doors from our side.

      Standing in the middle of the elevator is a tall, dark, and very handsome SwiftEx driver. He’s wearing a different uniform than the last time I saw him, and his legs look impossibly good in brown shorts.

      “Summer uniform now?” I ask, my breath hitching as I gobble him up with my gaze.

      Jake grins and hands over a clipboard. Oh, so we’re doing the whole role-play thing. Hot. This isn’t one of the fancy digital clipboards he had in Baltimore, but an old paper form. “Sign on the first line. Date on the right.”

      “And what am I signing for, exactly?” I ask as I scrawl my name. “Do I get to choose what package I want?”

      He chuckles as I flick my gaze back to him, then drag it down his body. We both know what package I want. It’s big and thick and—

      “You don’t need to choose,” he says as his hands swing into view. “Well, I hope you’ll be interested in all the packages I’ve brought today. Bit sneaky, getting you to sign for it first, sight unseen.”

      In his right hand is a ring box.

      Black. Velvet. Square.

      A ring box.

      I’m frozen, staring at a ring box in front of his crotch, but it doesn’t matter because he lowers himself to one knee, bringing the rest of him into view.

      “From the second I laid eyes on you, I wanted to know you. You captivate me. And every minute, day, week, and month that has passed since has brought a new layer to our relationship. Laughter and affection, passion and tenderness, and a love bigger and stronger than I ever could have imagined. You are the most beautiful, intelligent, kind, and funny woman I’ve ever met, and I want to be your husband.” He flips open the ring box and lifts up an obscenely large square-cut diamond set in a platinum band. I gasp out loud, but that doesn’t distract him from what he says next. “I want you to be my wife, forever. Will you marry me?”

      Forever and always. I nod, not trusting my words, and he stands, sliding the ring onto my left hand before tugging those fingers hard against his chest. His other hand braces wide across my back.

      “Was that a yes?”

      “Yes,” I breathe. “Yes, yes, ye—”

      His mouth covers mine in a searing, claiming kiss that just keeps going. He dips me back until I squeak and wrap my arms around him tight, and he keeps on kissing me. Soft, pulling touches of his lips against mine. Hungry pushes of his tongue. Each kiss is a different reflection of all the love between us, and I give as good as I get. We make something amazing between us, and now that he’s asked, I’m not surprised, but whoa, was I ever a few minutes ago.

      “I really like the uniform,” I whisper as he trails kisses over my jaw and down my neck. “I love your suits, but I missed the uniform.”

      “I’m keeping this one. Might get married in it.”

      I giggle. “Okay.”

      “Although I do like the way you do my ties when I wear a tux…”

      I sigh. “Yes, that’s good, too. We can decide later.”

      I already know what I’m wearing. That lace dress the stylists brought for me to consider for the Met. I shiver as I think about Jake seeing me in it for the first time.

      But right now, I’ve got a brown delivery uniform to strip him out of. I undo the top button and slide my fingers over the hard plane of his chest I’ve just uncovered. “Do you have any more deliveries to make today?”

      “This is actually the end of my route,” he says, giving me a cocky grin that wouldn’t be out of place at the start of a filthy fantasy.

      “In that case, you should stay a while. I could…” I giggle as he hauls me hard against his chest and I undo another two buttons. “Make you lemonade. Oh, Delivery Guy, it’s so hot out there today. Or…”

      “Or.” His eyes darken as he works his hands under my shirt. “Yes, let’s jump straight to the or.”

      “Well I just got a very special, very personal delivery, and I’d very much like to celebrate that.” I lick my lips. “Right here.”

      My clothes go flying, and I do my best to keep up with him, but Jake has special undressing skills. He’s a strip-me-down-for-sex ninja. When he’s ripping off my panties, I’ve just reached his belt, and that’s as far as I get. He takes me hard and fast on the tile floor, bracing his hands on either side of my head as I hold on tight to his body.

      “We have a bed,” he says when we’re done and lying flat on our backs side-by-side. “Why didn’t we use it?”

      “Because this was fun?”

      “It was. Is. I’ll have to wear the uniform again for your birthday.”

      I laugh, and he joins in. We laugh together and it grows in intensity until my sides hurt, but I don’t care because I’m sharing a laugh with my fiancé and he plays dress-up to make me happy.

      “I need to call Nina and Daisy,” I finally manage to say as I get up off the floor. “And my parents.”

      He cups the back of my neck and kisses me again before nodding. “Right. I should advise my mother as well.” I laugh and poke him in the side for the formality and he rolls his eyes. “And…I should tell the guys we’re going to celebrate tonight.”

      “I don’t know where my phone is.” I turn in a distracted circle, then stop to look at my ring. “Wow.”

      He pats my bare bum. “Phone.”

      “Right.” I wiggle my finger, making light bounce all over the place. “In a second.”

      He finds his own phone a few feet away, in his discarded uniform shirt, and taps on the screen. My phone rings distantly, and he heads for the office.

      “I would have eventually fetched it,” I say when he returns.

      “Sure. But this way you get to admire the ring, and I get to do something for you, and both of those things will lead to more sex.”

      “One-track mind.”

      “Not denying that.”

      We head to bed to make our phone calls, curled up in an excited pile of naked limbs. I connect with Nina first, and she wants to see the ring right away, do not pass GO, do not collect $200.

      I cover the phone and whisper to Jake, “How much time do we have?”

      He stops mid text message. “That depends. Are we going to Costco?”

      “We can do that another time. A proposal kind of tops a beach umbrella.”

      “Then there’s lots of time. The helicopter is standing by for us.”

      Seven words I’ll never get used to hearing. I give him a quick kiss before telling Nina she can come over in half an hour.

      Then I talk to my parents, and finally Daisy.

      Jake talks to his mother, and when I put down my phone, he’s back to texting. He’s slung one arm behind his head, and I trace the curve of his biceps up from the dark shock of hair in his armpit to his elbow and back down again.

      I should get dressed. Nina will be here soon. But his body is right here in front of me. How am I supposed to resist touching him?

      My fiancé.

      Not enough heart emojis in the world.

      “Oh, wow,” he says as his phone chimes.

      “What?”

      He turns his phone toward me so I can see the screen.

      
        Jake: Hey man, I’ve got great news. I proposed to Jana.

        Jake: And she said yes. LOL Key detail.

        Toby: Congratulations, that’s fantastic.

        Jake: So you’re coming to the beach house, right? You can finally meet her?

        Toby: I’ll be there. But listen… I’ve got some news of my own, too.

        Jake: Yeah?

        Toby: I eloped last week.

      

      
        THE END

        

        for Jake and Jana…

        

        But Toby's story is next! Click here to keep reading, or turn the page for a look at the first two chapters of Personal Escort.

        And if you want to hear about the next release in this series, or any other sexy rom com news from me, join my VIP reader list at www.smarturl.it/AinsleyMail!
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      Personal Escort was written for the Love in Transit anthology. One blurb, six stories.
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      Chapter One

      TOBY

      
        Toronto

        St. George Station

        

        End of June

      

      I see her before she sees me, and I’m glad to have a second to process how stunning she is before she realizes I’m the man she’s here to meet.

      The dress is perfect, the skirt flowing around her legs as she gets off the subway, the rest of the chiffon molded to her slim, delicate frame. Her hair is swept up off her face, but she’s left it long in the back, and her golden waves catch the overhead light in the underground station.

      People are looking at her, but she doesn’t care, and that changes how they look at her—with awe, and whispers. Do you know who that is? She must be someone…

      And she is.

      Cara Russo. Grad student, secret badass, and a billionaire whisperer to boot.

      My best friend’s little sister, too.

      And for the next hour, my pretend bride.

      Or more accurately…I’m her pretend groom.

      I adjust the boutonnière on my lapel. That’s what she’s looking for. I was in charge of the flowers.

      You’ll be wearing an orchid on your suit jacket, and you’ll have a small bouquet for me, too. That’s how I’ll know you’re my fiancé. I’ll look for the flowers.

      She’s turning in a slow circle now, scanning the crowded platform. Her eyes are on the guy in the suit five bodies away from me. No, not him.

      He doesn’t know how special you are.

      Keep searching.

      She glances in the other direction, then stops. Her back straightens and her head tilts to the side.

      Turn around.

      I should be nervous about this. She’s not going to understand.

      Come on, Cara. Turn around and see me.

      Anticipation zings through me as she turns slowly. Somehow, I’ll find a way to explain what I’ve done.

      I’ve got the flowers, after all.

      I’m the escort she’s hired for the afternoon. She just doesn’t know it yet.
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      Chapter Two

      CARA

      
        New York City

        Upper West Side

        

        Beginning of May

      

      Once a month, I fly home to New York City to have lunch with my Nana.

      The rest of the time, I’m a data nerd studying at The University of Toronto. A coffee addict with no social life to speak of, and no complaints about that fact.

      My monthly trips may seem excessive to most people, but most people haven’t met my Nana.

      She’s a battle-axe. She turned her husband’s failing business around, and then after he died at the age of thirty-five, married four more times. Each new relationship was a strategic business move. Mergers and acquisitions.

      For forty years, she ruled as the CEO of Gladiator, Inc. Now that dubious honor falls to my brother, Ben. But she’s still on the board of directors, and as we discuss on a monthly basis, she wants me to take her seat.

      I definitely do not want to do that.

      But I love my Nana, so I tolerate that discussion, if only because it distracts her from her other serious concern about my life—that I haven’t gotten started on my own merger and acquisition with an acceptable male specimen.

      “I’m not even dating anyone, Nana,” I remind her as I reach for the sandwiches.

      She snatches the tray away from me. “Maybe because you keep stuffing your face.”

      I roll my eyes. “Pretty sure you can’t get fat on watercress sandwiches.”

      She pins me with a hawkish glare. “Men don’t like women who are lippy, either.”

      “Their loss.” I’m going to have to run these rules past Toby. No sandwich padding, no lippy-ness… They don’t sound right, but on the other hand, I’m not dating anyone.

      And when you’re twenty-four and not dating, there are some needs that start to make themselves apparent.

      Not merger and acquisition level, though. More like…small scale experiments. A pilot study to determine feasibility of…I’m not sure what.

      Having sex with a guy without making a fool of myself. Yeah. That would be a good place to start.

      My grandmother keeps talking as if I hadn’t taken a weird detour in my thoughts to Perv-town.

      “What do I need to do to sweeten the deal, young lady?”

      I laugh. “Nana, I don’t want to sit on the board.”

      “Have you looked at the stock options?”

      “I don’t care about stock options.” I hold up my hand. “And don’t tell me men care about that, too. I don’t want to date a tycoon or a banker or…anyone like anyone in our family.”

      “You want us to leave you alone to that laboratory at the university in that country.” She sniffs in the general direction of Canada, like the country stole me away from her.

      The truth is, I jumped at the chance to put an international border between me and my family.

      “Is that really so awful? Ben and Elena are happy to carry on the family business. I’m the baby. Nobody cares about what I do.”

      Nana gasps. “I care.”

      “You have a funny way of showing it,” I mutter, lunging for the sandwiches.

      She doesn’t stop me this time and I take two, just to show her who’s the boss of me. Me. That’s who.

      “I understand your grants for next year have not yet been approved,” she says silkily.

      Noooo. I drop the sandwich I was about to take a big bite out of. I give her a horrified look, terror streaking through me. “You wouldn’t.”

      Seventy-five years old. A matriarch of a New York establishment family. And pure evil. She shrugs. “I would.”

      “Nana!”

      “I want you married, and I want you on the board. It only meets quarterly. The rest of the time you can play scientist.” She lifts her teacup into the air. “We’ll discuss this again next month.”

      Okay, I’m not the boss of me. Nana is, and she knows it. That’s…not ideal.

      I glare at my tea, wishing I could turn it into a triple shot latte. “No, let’s discuss it now. You can’t…how did you even…please don’t mess with my academic life!”

      “Please get married.” She gives me a bland, unwavering look.

      “I could get other grants.” I could use my trust fund. I could quit my program and run away with the circus.

      I have options, but that’s not really the point here. The point is that my Nana—crazy, bossy, jerky, but still my grandmother, for better or worse—has decided I need to be married.

      So I let her think she’s won. I nod slowly. “Okay. Look. I’ll be open to the idea. How’s that?”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “No funny stuff.”

      “Of course not. But you must understand, these things take time.”

      “Never took me any time.”

      “Well, I’m not nearly as cute as you were. Please don’t mess with my funding, and I’ll say yes to anyone who asks me out on a date. I’ll drop broad hints about my love of peonies and white lace. Make sure to dress to accentuate my birthing hips.”

      “Don’t be crude, Cara.”

      I’m pretty sure anyone who would be willing to marry me might like a bit of crude, but it doesn’t matter. I’m not actually going to be asked out. I’m not actually going to do any of that.

      Despite what Nana said, I’m totally, one hundred percent going to resort to funny stuff.

      [image: ]

      
        Click here to keep reading, and don’t forget to sign up for my newsletter at www.smarturl.it/AinsleyMail!
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      I sent her a present, because that was a really cool achievement.

      I sent her cat, Steve, a present too, because it’s gotta be hard for a cat to see one’s human be showered in gifts.

      They arrived on the same day, but in different deliveries, and when Jana told me Steve’s present had arrived—yet another delivery to her house that day—I joked that it was a shame the delivery driver wasn’t super hot. She said it was a shame he wasn’t a billionaire.

      I wrote a couple of paragraphs, and she asked for the entire book, please and thank you.

      Jake’s book may have started as a joke, but it took on a life of its own. I wouldn’t have been able to fit it into my writing schedule without the cheerleading of my reader group and newsletter subscribers, especially Crystal and Michelle. Thank you for loving this story as I wrote it, without any clue how long it would be or when it might end. And thank you for naming the other characters as I went along—Toby, Ben and Marcus will all get books of their own now.

      I also owe a big thanks to Kimberly Cannon for doing a final copy editing pass. It’s hard to edit a book that can’t be changed too much because people have already read it!

      And as always, I need to mention how awesome my Vikings are. The big one, for cooking and supporting and parenting the little ones. Also in this case, inspiring the illustration story line.

      My little Vikings, who don’t really understand what Mommy does, but they cheer me on anyway. I do it all for you.
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