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      “You’re so different, Joy. Different from any girl I’ve been with.”


      She lifted her chin. “Is that good or bad?”


      “Good.” He kissed her. “Really good.”


      He kicked off his boots and pulled his shirt over his head. Her gaze landed on his chest. He was all muscle. So unlike her

         own curvaceous body.

      


      In any other circumstance she would have probably run away, her insecurities taking over as she looked at a man so hard, lean,

         and powerful. But she was too turned on; her body needed him, and as he pulled off his jeans and boxers, she could see he

         needed her, too.

      


      His hands on her thighs were rough as he lifted her and pushed her against the wall. She couldn’t help but notice that he

         picked her up with no visible effort….

      


      He carried her to the top floor, walking straight to his bedroom and resting her on the bed.


      Then he kissed her and smiled down at her. “I want you to stay here tonight.”
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      Chapter One


      Half of being successful was luck, right? So, as she entered the elegant surroundings of the museum fund-raiser, Joy Montgomery

         prayed she was about to get lucky.

      


      Scanning the crowded, oversized room, she searched for a blond man with green eyes to die for and a long, lean body she would

         never forget.

      


      There, in the corner! Her gaze landed on him and her breath caught. He was more gorgeous than she remembered. He held himself away from the crowd,

         which seemed to fade away when he caught her eye for just a second before a group of guests blocked her view.

      


      A petite brunette came toward her. “Joy! I’m so glad you made it!” she said, and gave Joy a hug.


      “Wow.” Joy looked around the third floor of the San Francisco Art Museum, the atrium of which had been reborn into a reception

         hall for the year’s biggest fund-raiser. The walls were adorned with the museum’s best pieces from their collection, and the

         high ceiling opened to the night sky. The large space echoed with conversation, making it difficult to hear.

      


      “So, I see he came.” Joy eyed the tall, lanky photographer, trying to ignore the way her heartbeat seemed to speed up whenever

         she looked at him.

      


      Ruby Scott, event planner and the neighbor Joy had come to know and love, looked in Ash’s direction and frowned. “Yeah, I

         have to say I’m shocked. He quit his photography, despite the fact that this museum wanted to do a show for him.” She shrugged

         her petite shoulders. “He just seems lost somehow.” She brought her attention back to Joy. “And it’s such a shame he’s not

         taking photographs now. He was really on the brink of something amazing.”

      


      Joy blinked. “Pardon me? What do you mean he’s not taking pictures anymore? I don’t understand.”


      “Who really knows? Artists can be so unpredictable.”


      Shit shit shit! Joy had banked on Ash’s being here, and he was. But if he wasn’t taking photographs anymore, how was she supposed to lure

         him to the gallery she worked for? Her boss had told her to find an up-and-coming artist, someone edgy. There was nothing

         edgier than Ash Hunter’s sexy photographs.

      


      “If he’s not taking photographs, what’s he doing?”


      “Not teaching anymore, I know that. He used to be in the Navy. I’m wondering if he’s considering returning to security.”


      “He doesn’t look like security.” Joy took in his faded jeans, T-shirt, leather jacket, and black boots. His dirty blond hair

         was too long, and he looked like he hadn’t shaved in a day or two. He looked like… an artist.

      


      Ruby shook her head in his direction. “I know. But I think it’s in his blood. He’s not happy unless he’s on the go, and he’s

         been in town ever since…”

      


      Joy turned back to Ruby. “Since what?”


      Smiling, Ruby shook her head. “Never mind. Anyway, apparently he was quite the hero in his day. Not that he’d ever admit it.”


      Ash could stop speeding trains and scale tall buildings—it still wouldn’t help Joy keep her job.


      Conveniently, a waiter happened to be passing by with a tray of champagne glasses. Joy plucked off two flutes and downed one,

         then looked up to find Ruby staring at her, her face tilted, her blue eyes questioning.

      


      “Everything okay, honey?” Ruby asked.


      “No,” Joy said, waving her now-empty flute in Ash’s direction. “My boss wants him—his art, I mean—as an exclusive for the

         Cartwright Gallery. If I don’t come back with some sort of agreement, I’ll probably be fired.”

      


      “They can’t fire you for that!” Ruby said. Though her slight frame appeared relaxed, Joy saw that the woman’s gaze never rested

         anywhere for long. She was constantly taking in the environment, watching for any possible detail that might be less than

         perfect.

      


      But everything was flawless. From the display of a light show on the far wall to the smoked salmon canapés being passed by

         a waitstaff that seemed to be made up of supermodels, every last detail had been immaculately attended to.

      


      Ruby Scott was the epitome of detail-oriented. Joy Montgomery was, in a word, not.


      “Listen, sweetie. I have to get to work, but we’ll talk about this later—I promise we’ll think of something! Right now, don’t

         worry about it. Just enjoy yourself.” Ruby took Joy’s empty glass and flitted off to consult with the caterer.

      


      Joy watched her go, her slim body fitted into an impeccably tailored dress. She wondered how one became detail-oriented, a

         perfectionist. Joy was a lot of things, but none of those traits were on the list. She could have finished off another degree

         with the cumulative time she’d spent looking for her keys, she never remembered any of her three brothers’ birthdays, and

         she was always late to work.

      


      And she never seemed to be able to put together an outfit with the flair that some women, like Ruby, naturally seemed to possess.


      Like tonight. The flowery dress had seemed an appropriate choice when Joy had pulled it out of her closet earlier that evening,

         but now, in a sea of black fashion, she shifted awkwardly on her flats, feeling very out of place in the bright fabric. Also,

         unlike most of the other women at the event holding tiny clutches, Joy had her ever-present oversized bag slung over her shoulder.

         But she had a panic attack if she went anywhere without it. The bad thing was, she tended to collect random miscellanea along

         the way. Every few weeks, she dumped the contents of the bag onto her bed and was always surprised at how much crap she’d

         managed to shove in there.

      


      Sighing, she turned her gaze to the paintings on the wall. The gala was a reception for a big museum fund-raiser, but no one

         except Joy seemed to be appreciating the wonderful collection displayed around them. Like that piece on the far wall. Her

         gaze fell on a vivid abstract and she found herself moving forward, drawn to it. The dazzling colors calmed her; the flowing

         composition soothed her. Stopping a few feet from the piece, she uncurled hands she hadn’t even realized had been clenched

         and stared.

      


      “You like this?”


      Joy snapped herself into the present. She’d been so lost in the art that the room had faded, and she hadn’t noticed Ash approaching.

         Now he stood next to her, but he wasn’t looking at the painting. He was looking at her, his eyes intense, unblinking, and

         the most beautiful shade of green she’d ever seen—tinted emerald as if laid directly from an artist’s palette—

      


      Shit. Every time she started describing a man in art terms, she knew she was in trouble. What had she said about Cartwright? Oh,

         that the shadows of the sharp features of his face were like a study in chiaroscuro.

      


      Big mistake.


      She pulled her bag tighter and nodded. “Yes. It’s, um, very moving.” Really intelligent, Miss Art History Major. And it was then that she remembered Ash was an artist himself and was probably thinking she was incredibly dull.

      


      Then she remembered the type of artist he was. She pictured one of the bondage photographs she’d seen at Ruby’s place, and

         a tiny erotic awareness tingled over her. Because Ash Hunter didn’t do landscapes or still lifes or abstract art. Ash Hunter

         tied women up in ropes and photographed them.

      


      Ash Hunter was considered to be a master of bondage. A tall, sexy, kinky man who actually made erotic art artistic.


      At least, he used to be that man. Now it seemed he was just tall and sexy, and she had no idea about the kinky.


      She experienced an urge to find out.


      “Joy, right?” he said, and she discovered his voice was still scratchy and deep, just as she’d remembered from the one time

         she’d met him outside her building. She’d been late for work and had burst outside, slamming the door right into Ash’s shoulder.

      


      “Yes, that’s right; I’m Joy. Montgomery.” She brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “And you’re Ash. Ash Hunter. Oh!

         How’s your shoulder?” Her face heated as she remembered their last meeting.

      


      Ash frowned slightly. “Yeah, it took awhile, but I recovered from the incident. Had to have minor surgery, but it’s all good

         now. Just a few twinges every now and then.” He rubbed his right shoulder as if massaging a sore muscle.

      


      She jerked back. “What? Oh my God! I’m so sorry; you should have told me! My insurance could have covered it. Though I don’t

         have any insurance, well, just a basic plan that probably wouldn’t have helped. Either way, I am so sorry.”

      


      But he was smiling now, the little lines near his eyes crinkling, and she had the unfounded thought that they didn’t crinkle

         often.

      


      “Joy. I’m messing with you.”


      Relief flooded her and she bit back a smile. “You asshole.”


      He quirked a brow.


      Crap. First she couldn’t shut up, and now she’d just called him a bad name.


      “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean that,” she said. “About you being an asshole.”


      “Yes, you did.” But his green eyes were softer than before. Like the artist had added a touch of yellow…


      She tossed the thought aside. “Fine, but you have to admit it wasn’t nice of you to keep me going like that.”


      “You’re right. It was very, very wrong.”


      “Now you’re just humoring me,” she said.


      “Maybe.”


      Silence stretched between them, until she finally had to say something before she exploded. “Actually, I wanted to talk to

         you about something. Professionally. Do you have a minute?”

      


      He looked at her a second too long and then nodded. “Yeah. But it’s so loud in here I can barely think. Come with me.”


      Leaving no room for argument, he turned and walked to a metal door. Punching a code into a box, he turned the handle and opened

         the door, pausing to hold it with one of his long, lean arms so she could head through first. As she passed him, she barely

         brushed his shoulder and the heat from his body jolted through her like electricity.

      


      Great. She was hot for the bondage-artist-turned-securityspecialist whom she was supposed to be wooing to the Cartwright Gallery

         so she could keep her job.

      


      Crap. That was abso-fucking-lutely the last thing she needed.


      As she passed beneath him, Ash caught a whiff of vanilla and his balls tightened. And as he watched the redhead take a few

         steps in front of him, her flowery dress swirling around her knees, he nearly went hard. Joy Montgomery. She wasn’t his type,

         and yet something about her made his blood run hot. It had that day he’d met her in front of Ruby’s building, and it still

         did.

      


      Stopping, she turned and looked at him, not noticing the lock of wild red hair that fell out of the bun she had piled high

         on her head. He decided not to tell her; for some reason he found her dishevelment endearing, which confused him. Everything

         in its place, that was his credo. And everything about Joy seemed slightly out of place.

      


      He shouldn’t like that, especially not now.


      “Why do you have the security code?” she asked.


      “Because I have some art here, and I’m too paranoid to let anyone touch it except me.” He moved past her and led the way down

         the hall to the last door on the right. Then he pushed inside and flipped on the light.

      


      Clearing his throat, he crossed his arms across his chest. “So, Joy. What did you want to talk to me about?”


      But she didn’t seem to hear him. Silently, she stared at a marble sculpture as if it were Jesus.


      She took a step closer to the three-foot piece. “My God,” she whispered, releasing her huge gray bag and letting it fall to

         the floor with a thud. “This is… beautiful.”

      


      He got compliments on his art all the time, so why did his face heat from her words? “You think so?”


      “I think it’s amazing.” She moved her hand as if to touch it but floated her palm a few inches from the piece. “It’s so…”


      “Indecent?” He laughed wryly.


      “Sensual.”


      “I guess that’s one way of putting it.” It was a sculpture of a man and a woman, their elongated limbs entwined, wrapped around

         each other. Rope bound them, wrapping and dipping between the forms, appearing and disappearing in the crevices of the sculpted

         marble.

      


      “So you’re going to show these here?”


      He kicked the tip of his boot against the desk. “Um, no.”


      Her eyes widened. “What? Why?”


      Why did she seem so concerned? He shrugged. “Because I’m taking a break from all this. Besides, they’re not very good. I’m

         just an amateur.”

      


      “No. These are modern and yet… there’s something classic about them. The woman is bound, yet still iconic somehow. Power,

         beauty. Reminds me of ancient Roman work.” She bit her lip as she grinned, impish. “They were naughty, too.”

      


      He just shook his head. She had no idea what she was talking about.


      “I know what I’m talking about. Stanford art school and all that.” She began digging through her giant purse and finally pulled

         out a card. Handing it to him, she said, “I work for the Cartwright Gallery. I would love to show these.”

      


      “So that’s what this is about? You’re trying to get me to show at your gallery?”


      “Yes. We’d be delighted to represent you. Both your photography and your sculpture.”


      He stepped back. “No way. I’m done.” He had way too much going on, too many people depending on him to waste time taking pictures

         and tinkering with marble.

      


      “I’m having a really hard time believing that.” She turned her head slowly, releasing his gaze at the last minute, to stare

         at the marble piece again. “I can’t tell if they’re making love, or bound against their will… or both.” Her voice was soft

         and pensive, as if she was thinking aloud and had forgotten he was even there. She walked around the sculpture, her eyes taking

         in the naked forms, and he saw her breathing go a bit shallow, saw her eyes darken. She bit her fingernail, and he saw her

         hand was trembling slightly.

      


      “Oh, Lord,” he said, walking to her, and she inhaled sharply when he closed in. He could smell her arousal. “You’re getting

         turned on by a sculpture.”

      


      “I am?”


      “Are you?”


      “Maybe,” she said softly, her gaze darting over his face. “I like art.”


      Just like that, a vision hit him, of Joy, bound. Restrained. His. Desire flooded him and he could not resist drawing closer, felt his body tighten with awakening. “Tell me what else you like.”

         It seemed insane to be talking to her this way, but he couldn’t stop, and he took one of her wrists in his hand and encircled

         her. Despite her full breasts and hips, she had a small frame, and he took a moment to feel the elegant bones beneath her

         soft skin. “You have such delicate hands, Joy.”

      


      She scoffed and shifted uncomfortably. “That’s 

         ridiculous!”

      


      “Do you like to be tied up?”


      “That’s a preposterous question!”


      “Do you?”


      She inhaled, looked to the side, and he thought she might not answer. But then she turned back, lifted her chin, and met his

         gaze. “I… I don’t know. I’ve never done it.”

      


      He tightened his grasp around her wrist and was satisfied when she gasped; it was a gasp of pleasure. “Never tried it?”


      “No.”


      Her wrist in his hand, he backed up, backed her against the desk. “That’s a shame.”


      “I’ll be sure to rectify the situation as soon as I meet another man who’s into bondage.”


      Her words sent an unfamiliar twinge through his gut; he wasn’t used to feeling jealous. He never cared enough to be jealous.

         But the thought of another man binding her made something inside him constrict. Better to put that thought right out of Joy’s

         head.

      


      Releasing her wrist, he lowered his mouth and placed a soft kiss at the base of her neck. “No other man, Joy. Me. Let me.”

         Lust thundered through him, and he knew he wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      


      “This is crazy….”


      “I know.”


      “I want your art,” she said, but her eyes were dark with desire for more than just his art.


      Stubborn little thing. He kissed her on the other side of her neck, and she braced herself on the desk, dropped her head back

         to allow him better access.

      


      “Meet me tomorrow night, Joy. Come to my place and we’ll talk.”


      And I’ll tie you.


      “No,” she whispered.


      He froze. “Is there someone else?”


      He hadn’t survived being a SEAL with shoddy observation skills, and he picked up on the way the muscles in her neck tensed

         at his question. But she hadn’t answered yes, so he let it go. For some reason, the thought of her having some other guy sniffing

         around only made him more aggressive. Possessive.

      


      He slid his hand into the curve of her waist, felt her warmth through the loose fabric of her dress. Her body felt tight when

         he’d expected soft. With his fingers, he grazed the dip of her waist, palmed her rib cage and gently cupped her breast. A

         visible shudder ripped through her, and when he lightly touched her nipple through the fabric of her dress and bra, she moaned.

      


      “Tomorrow night?” he asked again, this time against her lips.


      “I see so much of you in that piece.”


      She was gazing over his shoulder, presumably at the art. “It’s sensual and restrained, demanding yet flowing. It’s sex and

         yet more than just erotic.” She looked at him. “It’s obviously your work.”

      


      He just stared at her.


      “Why are you stopping this? Creating art?”


      He pushed away. “It wasn’t meant to be a career. I needed a break, a distraction.”


      “From what?”


      “Listen, I really don’t want to talk about that right now.” He scribbled his address on a piece of paper. “I’ll see you tomorrow

         night.”

      


      “Is this your only sculpture?”


      She must have seen his gaze dart to the wall cabinet, because she jumped up and yanked the doors open; damn, she was more

         observant than he’d given her credit for. Inside were a few dozen pieces, ranging from six inches to a foot high. Her gasp

         was audible. “Oh, holy fuck!”

      


      “You have a mouth on you, don’t you, sweetheart?”


      She glanced over her shoulder. “Sorry. It’s just that these are amazing. You have to show them!” Straightening, she turned

         to face him. “Seriously. Let me—I mean the gallery—represent your sculpture.”

      


      “No.”


      Just then his cell vibrated, and he saw a text from Ruby telling him to get his ass out there to meet one of the owners of

         the museum. Somehow she’d pried out a promise from him to schmooze with the bigwigs tonight. “Damn. I gotta go. Just turn

         off the lights and shut the door behind you.”

      


      Lifting her chin, she stared at him. “I’m not done with you.”


      He met her stare. “I’m not done with you, either. See you tomorrow night. Eight o’clock—my place.” Giving her no time to protest,

         he walked out the door and let it shut behind him with a firm click.

      


   

      Chapter Two


      Joy stared at the closed door. Excitement buzzed through her, and she wasn’t exactly sure why. Well, Ash’s hands on her body,

         the way he kissed her—melted her—was an obvious reason. But her gaze drifted to the erotic sculpture, and she felt it in her

         gut, in her heart and between her legs. She’d always been responsive to art, but this was ridiculous. This was a physical

         reaction; just looking at it made her damp, made her nipples tingle.

      


      And yet there was nothing vulgar about the piece. As she ran her fingertips over the cold marble curve of the female’s breast,

         she was touched by the beauty of it and how it made her want to be that woman. Powerful submission. She’d never felt the desire

         to be bound, but that was all changing as she touched the smooth marble rope sculpted by Ash’s hands.

      


      It was a crime to keep these pieces hidden. She moved to the cabinet where more than a dozen smaller, varied versions of the

         larger sculpture rested. Glancing over her shoulder to make sure the door was firmly shut, she 

         gently lifted one of Ash’s sculptures and held it in her hands. So beautiful, so smooth; it made her pulse race. Glancing

         at the dingy metal cabinet and back to the art in her hands, her heart sank at the idea of returning it to such a dull home.

      


      When she was nineteen, she’d lived in Paris, as an art history student. During a private tour of the Louvre, she’d discovered

         the museum had hundreds of works in storage and had nearly cried when she’d found out the majority of the massive collection

         would never be seen by most people. She felt a similar reaction now, and before she even knew what she was doing, she pulled

         a wool scarf out of her bag, wrapped the piece of marble in the thick, soft knit, and placed the whole thing in her purse.

         Then, with a deep breath, she did as Ash had asked: She turned off the lights, shut the door behind her, and left.

      


      Clutching her oversized purse to her chest, Joy paused just a few feet from the museum exit. Her belly was a blender of anxiety

         as she looked through the glass doors. Was she really going to do this?

      


      Deep breath. Push through.


      Damp San Francisco fog hit her bare arms as she ran down the stairs, and she fully expected alarms to go off, or Ash to chase

         her down, yelling, “Stop! Thief!”

      


      But none of those things happened. As she hurried up the street, her heart began to slow down and her hands went from full-out

         shaking to minor trembling. By the time she hit Market Street, she could breathe normally again.

      


      Almost.


      What had she done?


      Oh, just stolen a piece of art from a museum.


      She’d stolen. A piece of art. From a museum! Museums were sacred, a sanctuary in a world that seemed to value art less and

         less every day.

      


      Pardon me, why am I in this handbasket, and where are we going?


      Hell. She was going to hell. Or jail. Probably both.


      And if Ash noticed the piece was missing, he’d be the one to send her to either of those places. If he found out what she’d

         done, how could she ever explain herself?

      


      It’s for his own good.


      Don’t be ridiculous. This is for you, Joy.


      Shaking the voices out of her head, she briskly continued her pace up Market Street. She could have taken a cab, but she needed

         to burn off some of the excess energy coursing through her blood. Because she’d committed a crime.

      


      A felony, in fact.


      What the hell had she been thinking?


      That those pieces were too beautiful to be kept in an old metal cabinet. That maybe if she showed her boss one piece by Ash

         Hunter, he wouldn’t fire her. And if she couldn’t come to an agreement with Ash, she would, of course, return it. But hopefully

         everything would go according to plan, and meanwhile she could keep her job and convince Ash to let her curate a show for

         him and no one would be the wiser.

      


      You’re not thinking, Joy. You never think.


      Her grandmother’s words slammed into her head; how often had she heard them? Impulsive, irresponsible, hasty. She’d been hearing it her whole life, and now, striding through San Francisco with a piece of stolen art in her handbag,

         Joy thought maybe her grandmother was right.

      


      But it was too late now. She couldn’t just go up to Ash and say, “Oopsie! Look what happened to fall into my purse!” So she

         kept walking.

      


      The neighborhood became more dodgy as she headed west, but Joy barely noticed the panhandlers and wackos as she whipped around

         a corner and headed up the hill. A man asked her if she wanted to buy some “good shit,” but she politely said no and went

         on her way. She had found that most “bad” parts of cities could be successfully navigated if she walked fast and looked like

         she knew where she was going. San Francisco, Paris, Rome, Munich—they all had their bad sides, and Joy had been mugged only

         once. And that had been in Barcelona; it was a very unpredictable city.

      


      Now she hugged her purse close to her side. If anyone tried to steal from her, she would have to use her rusty self-defense

         moves. No way was she letting this artistic treasure out of her hands.

      


      On the way, she paused briefly to admire a spray-painted mural. The graffiti was beautiful, and she recognized the artist.

         Well, she recognized his work, even if the artist himself was a total mystery. His murals just appeared, as if overnight,

         and they were special. She recognized the pure, raw talent of the artist, and not for the first time she wished she knew who

         had created it. She dug a business card and the tape she carried for just this purpose out of her purse and stuck the card

         to the wall. She had no idea if the artist was getting her cards; he certainly had never called her. But she couldn’t help

         but hope he would, someday.

      


      Catching some movement out of the corner of her eye, she quickly turned and continued on to her destination. Minutes later

         she was in the lobby of a huge, old apartment complex and running up three flights of stairs. As usual, an array of appetizing

         scents accosted her as she made her way upstairs. Her mouth began to water, and as she got closer to Erica’s door, Joy’s stomach

         was downright grumbling at the spicy scent of curry coming from apartment 305.

      


      Erica was Joy’s oldest and best friend. At thirty-two, Erica had recently ditched her ten-year stint as a waitress to attend

         culinary school. Like many of the students, she lived in this building, which was just across the street from the San Francisco

         Culinary College. Because it housed mainly culinary academy students, the decrepit building was always permeated with an array

         of delicious scents, and, in the heart of a semester when everyone was practicing for midterms, the smells escaping through

         apartment doors were downright mouthwatering.

      


      Tonight was no different. Joy rapped on the door, and seconds later Erica was there, smiling and pulling her inside. “You

         made it!”

      


      Joy hung her coat on a rack. “Of course. And I’m starving!” Apparently thievery could make a girl hungry, but she kept that

         little discovery to herself. “Something smells delish.”

      


      Erica pulled a white kitchen towel from the pocket of a floral apron. Underneath she wore a sleeveless blue sundress that

         was probably vintage from the fifties. The old-school dress contrasted nicely with her thin arms, which showcased her colorful

         tattoos.

      


      “Come into the kitchen.” Erica wore her pinkish hair in a high ponytail, and she brushed a strand behind her ear. Her alternative

         look didn’t negate the fact that Joy’s best friend was gorgeous—tattoos, pink hair, pierced nose, and all.

      


      The apartment was small but cozy. An old, worn table and the mismatched chairs surrounding it took up most of the space. The

         kitchen was tiny but perfectly organized, with pots hanging from a rack over the stove and spices lined up and clearly labeled

         on a wall rack. Erica’s place was the exact opposite of Joy’s in terms of organization.

      


      Joy took a seat on a well-worn upholstered dining chair, placing her bag gently beside her.


      “Taste.” Erica placed a spoon before Joy, and she took a bite of green curry.


      Joy’s eyes drifted shut as a wave of curry-induced ecstasy washed over her. “Oh my God. You’ve added a bit more lemongrass this time, haven’t you?”

      


      Straightening, Erica looked pleased. “Damn, woman. You’re good.”


      “Learned from the best.”


      She thought she saw the faintest blush tinge Erica’s cheeks, but that seemed highly unlikely; she’d never seen her friend

         blush in all the time she’d known her. Of course, she’d never seen Erica take a chance such as dropping her reliable job as

         a waitress to join the competitive, male-dominated chef world, either. But Joy never thought she’d commit an art felony. After

         tonight, she was beginning to think anything was possible.

      


      “So! Tell me about the gala. Did you get the exclusive you were looking for? Did you get Ash Hunter?”


      Joy shifted in her seat, the thought of Ash—of his hands on her skin—causing her body to heat. “Not exactly.”


      Erica glanced over her shoulder. “What do you mean, not exactly?”


      Arranging the silverware on the table, Joy avoided Erica’s knowing eyes. The woman knew her all too well. “We still have some

         details to work out.”

      


      “But you think he’s willing to work with you?”


      Me, Joy. Let me. His words flooded her head, and she felt the back of her neck heat.

      


      Repressing a shiver, she nodded. “I think so. We’re going to, er, talk more tomorrow night.”


      Erica opened a bottle of chardonnay, poured two glasses, and set one before Joy. “You like this guy.”


      Joy shook her head. “Not like that. I don’t think.” She couldn’t think. “I don’t know.” Her wrist still tingled where he’d

         held her.

      


      Delicate hands. She laughed and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I need him—his art, I mean—or I’m going to get fired.”

      


      Erica placed two huge bowls of curry on the table. “I seriously doubt that, Joy. I mean, not after what went down between

         you and Cartwright.”

      


      Joy heard the bitter edge to her friend’s words but ignored it. Sometimes Erica could be a tad overprotective. What had happened

         between her and William Cartwright, the man from England who owned all the galleries worldwide, was that she’d had a weeklong

         affair with him, had fancied herself in love, and then he’d gone back to London without so much as a thank-you or good-bye,

         unless one counted the dismissive e-mail he’d sent when he returned to London.

      


      Joy didn’t.


      “Have you even heard from him lately?” Erica spooned a heaping bite of curry into her mouth and chewed with vigor.


      “Just work-related stuff,” Joy muttered, not wanting to admit some of those “work-related” e-mails had definitely been flirtatious.

         Like when he ended one with a P.S. What are you wearing?


      She’d ignored it.


      “So if your boss here wants to fire you, just go over his head.”


      “No way. I’m not using sex as a means of keeping my job.” Joy took a bite of curry, closing her eyes and savoring the salty-sweet

         flavor.

      


      “You like it?”


      Joy opened her eyes to find Erica watching her expectantly. “I love it. Thanks for this; I needed it.” Glancing at her bag,

         she took another few gulps of wine and ignored the flutter of nerves when she remembered the stolen item inside her purse.

      


      “Everything okay?” Erica asked, refilling Joy’s glass.


      “Yes.” Again she brought her wine to her lips and took a deep swallow. “Definitely. Everything is going to be just fine.”


      An hour later, Erica put a slightly tipsy Joy into a cab and sent her home. She waited until the taxi’s lights had faded before

         she turned and went back inside her building. Just like every time she said good-bye to Joy, she wondered when the woman was

         going to see how beautiful she was, how good she was. In fact, she was so pure of heart she made an easy target for assholes

         like the owner of the gallery she worked for, that loser Cartwright, to prey upon.

      


      Fingering the amethyst pendant hanging on a silver chain around her neck, she bounded up the stairs back to her apartment.

         Joy didn’t think Erica knew how much he’d hurt her, but she did know. When Joy hurt, Erica practically felt it herself.

      


      When they’d met, Erica had been waitressing at a hip restaurant popular with Stanford students. Serving a bunch of preppies

         wasn’t exactly Erica’s dream job, but she made three times the tips that she would have in any other area.

      


      Thanks to a ludicrous zoning regulation, she’d been forced to go to school with the upper class her entire life and, as a

         result, had always been the outcast. The poor kid. The girl in the hand-me-downs.

      


      Despite Joy’s privileged upbringing, she was somewhat of an outcast herself, and she came into the restaurant often to study.

         Always alone, Joy would pore over her huge art history books as she ate crème brûlée and drank coffee.

      


      One night some frat boys were giving Erica a hard time, trying to get her to leave work and go back to their place. When one

         went so far as to put his hand on her arm, Joy had jumped up and thrown hot coffee in his face. Erica could tell Joy had been

         surprised by her impulsive action, but ever since that moment, they’d been the best of friends.

      


      In her apartment, Erica cleaned up the dishes and sprayed down the kitchen. Then everything was clean, and there was nothing

         left to do. Tapping her foot, she looked around her empty apartment. Something on the floor caught her eye, and she bent to

         pick the item up. A ponytail holder. Joy was constantly losing the things. Smiling, Erica went to the dresser, lifted the

         lid off a box, and dropped the piece of elastic inside, where it joined about twenty of its friends. Yeah, Joy was a bit of

         a mess sometimes, but she was an intelligent, lovable, beautiful mess. And if one more guy hurt her, he’d have Erica to answer

         to.

      


      The sculpture was even more beautiful than she remembered.


      When Joy arrived home, she placed it on her dresser and tried not to stare at it. She needed a distraction, and she had just

         the thing. After she changed into leggings and a half shirt, she pulled out a DVD and slid it into the player. She’d started

         belly dancing about four years ago, and it was her secret passion, one only she knew about. Far too insecure to ever dance

         in public, she performed her hobby only at home, in her bedroom. It always distracted her from her worries, and the exotic

         music seemed to sink into her bones, inspiring her to move. But now, as she danced to her most recent belly-dance DVD, for

         some reason she couldn’t totally distract herself from the sculpture on her dresser. It was like the figures were watching

         her. Her first audience. Was that why she danced extra hard? She worked up quite a sweat as she moved her hips, undulated

         her abdomen, and snaked her arms. And after, as she changed into an old T-shirt, washed her face, and brushed her teeth, she

         couldn’t stop her gaze from drifting back to the sculpture’s sensual form.

      


      It was turning her on.


      And every time she looked at it, she saw Ash’s intense green eyes, saw his lips tilt up in that cocky smile, felt his warm

         hands on her body. Remembered what his lips felt like kissing her, breathing against her skin.

      


      As she climbed into bed, her nipples hardened, recalling the way his thumb had lightly grazed her sensitive flesh. His hands

         were… magic hands.

      


      Magic hands?


      She pulled up the covers to her chin. He had her thinking like a ninny, thinking with her body and not her brain. She was

         too smart for this, too smart to fall for a charmer like him.

      


      Like Cartwright.


      Do not go there.


      But her gaze drifted back to the sculpture, and she felt her body’s own arousal. The miniature image of a female form, sitting

         cross-legged, her arms bound behind her body with rope. It looked so real, the way the woman’s head was tossed back slightly,

         as if in ecstasy.

      


      Much like Joy had probably looked earlier that night, when Ash had stepped between her legs and kissed her throat.


      The thought sent a throbbing to her sex, made her open her thighs just a bit, but it only made her feel empty, made her crave

         something, even if she wasn’t sure what it was. Powerful submission. Every time she looked at that sculpture, that’s what

         she thought of, and she realized she was curious to know what it was like. And she was positive she knew a man who could show

         her exactly that. Hell, for some reason, he even seemed to want to, which was strange. She wasn’t exactly a model, and she’d

         seen his work, knew what he was used to, and it wasn’t Joy. She was the opposite of tall and thin, and the thought of him

         seeing her less-than-perfect naked body sent a jolt of fear shooting through her.

      


      But she couldn’t help but wonder. If she agreed to let Ash tie her, what would he do? Would he tie her hands behind her back, like the sculpture? Just thinking

         about it made her wet, and she slid her hand under the covers to lift the hem of her T-shirt, to reach underneath and pinch

         her nipple.

      


      Would he do that? Would he pinch her, taste her, bite her?


      Would she let him?


      She imagined she was helpless. She imagined it was his hands roaming across her skin, reaching between her legs and sliding

         under her panties. She spread her legs and imagined it was his mouth biting on her nipple until it stung and she gasped, until

         she moaned aloud. She could almost feel what it would be like to be powerless as he spread her labia open with his hands and

         stroked her, using his long, beautiful hands to finger her clit, used those fingers to fuck her, harder and deeper, until

         she was screaming for release, and all the while tied, vulnerable to his touch….

      


      She arched against her hand, rubbed harder, used her own wetness to slide her palm around her pussy, to work herself. She

         wanted Ash to fuck her. She wanted to feel his long, hard body against hers, touching her, using her.

      


      The thought was shocking, wrong, even. What modern woman wanted to be used by a man? But as her arousal built, as her own

         moans of pleasure filled the room, her mind wouldn’t release the idea, and as she pulled her clit tight between her fingers

         and pulled, she imagined it was Ash’s teeth sucking her flesh.

      


      She tried his name out loud, softly at first. “Ash,” she whispered into the stillness. A shock of pleasure bolted through

         her, so then she whimpered, said it louder. “Ash.” Losing it completely, tossing her head as she pinched and pulled and tugged,

         crying out, “Ash, yes, Ash!” She came against her hand, her nipple squeezed tight between her other fingers, her body shuddering

         beneath the covers as she cried out. And even as she climaxed, she was thinking she wanted Ash to do to her anything he wanted.

      


      Anything at all.


   

      Chapter Three


      So, are you in?”

      


      Ash looked across the diner table to where his old military buddy, Juan Romero, sat across from him. He hadn’t seen the special-ops

         soldier since Ash had left five years ago, but the five-foot-eight wall of muscle looked even more solid than he remembered.

         Judging from the huge pile of pancakes the guy had just consumed, Ash concluded he was spending a lot of time at the gym burning

         calories since he’d been discharged.

      


      Ash preferred cheeseburgers for breakfast and shoved the last bite into his mouth. “You only need me to monitor? No fieldwork?”


      “We need a contact here, someone who speaks the language and can get the local data on road conditions. You still have your

         contacts overseas?”

      


      Ash nodded, adrenaline already sparking in his blood. No amount of security clearances would get him the firsthand information

         he’d need to keep the ground crew safe as they transported oil tycoons and other private parties across some of the most dangerous

         grounds on the planet. Ash was known for being able to uncover the most up-to-date information on local fighting, and he used

         that information to devise the safest routes for transport. Despite being out of the business for so long, he was sure he’d

         be able to catch up quickly with the latest technology, and today’s satellite and computer equipment would only allow him

         to be more accurate than ever.

      


      Romero drained the rest of his coffee. “So. I’ve already got a signed contract for a year of private security duty in Iraq.

         I’ve handpicked my team. You remember John, Andy, and Christof, right?”

      


      “Definitely.” They were all ex–special-ops guys, all the best at what they did, and Ash had executed many missions with them,

         including that last ill-fated operation.

      


      “I just need a computer guy here at home to manage everything and make sure our gadgets work.”


      Ash leaned back, staring at his ex-teammate across the red Formica table. The diner was themed with 1950s decor, complete

         with an old jukebox and a black-and-white-tiled floor. With his military haircut and crisp shirt, Romero looked like he would

         have fit right in had this actually been the fifties.

      


      Unlike Ash. He was anal about most things in life except his appearance. He hated worrying about his hair, and he often forgot

         to shave. It was incongruous to the rest of his personality, but there it was.

      


      He’d hated that part of the military, having someone else tell you to cut your hair and what to wear, exactly what time to

         go to sleep and get up. But Romero was offering private work, so he wouldn’t have to worry about any of that.

      


      Ash said, “I gotta tell you, Romero, your timing couldn’t be better. Turns out, I’m between projects at the moment, and I’ve

         been looking for something.”

      


      Romero chuckled. “Ain’t we all?”


      “Are we?” He’d predicted he’d grow out of this feeling when he hit thirty, but, at thirty-five, Ash was more restless than

         ever.

      


      “And you wouldn’t have to leave the area. I know that’s important to you because of your mom and sister. How are they doing,

         anyway?”

      


      “You know. Fine. The usual.” He ignored the look of sympathy that flashed through Romero’s eyes. “Count me in,” he said, purposely

         changing the subject.

      


      “Great. I expect to have things going in the next week. Are you sure you’re up for this?”


      Ash nodded. “Definitely.”


      Romero brought his coffee cup to his lips and swallowed. “So, Hunter, what have you been doing with yourself these past few

         years, anyway? I know you were in private security after you left, but when did you quit?”

      


      “About a year ago. The company I was working for got bought out, and I was outsourced.” He shrugged. “I had stock, though,

         so I didn’t have to worry about money.”

      


      Romero whistled appreciatively. “Nice. And since then you’ve become a man of leisure?”


      Ash hesitated, for some reason uncomfortable sharing his erotically artistic endeavors with his special-ops teammate. “Yeah.

         I guess you could say that.” Romero’s words stung. Ash already felt guilty for taking time off, for taking photographs when

         he should have been working. Yeah, he had money in the bank, but he had a family to worry about, a mother and a sister who

         needed him. He was all they had—he’d never forget that.

      


      “It was hard to find men who weren’t attached. You know, to a wife and kids.” Juan grinned. “Somehow I knew you’d still be

         a bachelor, though.”

      


      Ash fidgeted with his fork, laughing wryly. “I guess I just haven’t found the right girl.” But an image of Joy flashed through

         his head, with her bright red hair and sparkling hazel eyes. Her skin had felt so good beneath his hands; he could get used

         to that feeling.

      


      “It’s for the best,” Romero said. “Guys like us aren’t made to settle down. We get antsy, you know what I’m saying?”


      Ash did, all too well.


      Romero grinned. “Well, I need you here for now, so don’t get too antsy on me yet.”


      “I won’t, Juan. I’m signed on now, and you know I’ll have your back.”


      Romero reached across the small table and gave Ash a soft punch to the arm. “You always did, Hunter. You always did.”


      The next day, Saturday, Joy came up with a million reasons she should cancel going to Ash’s that night. As she sat at her

         desk in the gallery, she kept peeking at the number one reason, which was hidden in her file drawer, the tiny sculpture she’d

         stolen from Ash Hunter.

      


      It was as sensual as ever, and her little self-love the night before hadn’t dampened her reaction to the piece one bit. Even

         now, looking at it made her tingle everywhere. And knowing Ash had crafted something that caused such a reaction in her made

         her excited and scared to see him again.

      


      Excited because she wanted those hands on her body.


      Scared because she’d stolen from a guy whose life seemed to revolve around defense and security.


      “Well, well, look who’s on time for once.”


      Joy looked up to see her boss, the portly Mr. Panos, waddling over to her desk. Straightening, Joy met his dark, accusatory

         stare. “Good morning, Mr. Panos. How are you today?”

      


      “I’ll be better if you tell me you got that exclusive I’ve been asking for.”


      She shut the drawer. “I’m working on it. I have a meeting with a promising artist tonight.”


      “Good. In this economy we need a big name right now, and something edgy. I’m depending on you, Joy. Your fancy art history

         degree may look pretty on the wall, but if you can’t sell art, you need to start thinking about teaching or something. You

         know what they say, those who can’t do teach. And those who can’t teach, teach art history!”
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