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Chapter One


 


Jason followed Kendall into his bedroom. As
she took in the flickering candles he’d placed around the room her
steps slowed. Music pulsed quietly in an urgent, erotic rhythm and
the scent of beeswax hung in the air. A smile curved her lips as
her gaze roamed to his big bed, then landed on the rope and the
blindfold lying there. Her eyes widened.

She swallowed and turned to look up at
him.

Candlelight gleamed on her shiny dark hair.
Her big brown eyes shadowed with questions and her pretty lips
parted. So beautiful. So perfect.

In the time they’d been seeing each other,
things between them had developed from a spine-tingling attraction
to a deep, urgent need. Innocent dinner dates at charity events and
restaurants had eventually led to sex, the best he’d ever had, sex
that had become harder and faster and darker. Yeah, he’d pushed it,
but she’d gone there with him. Perfect.

“What is this music?” she asked of the
techno beat pulsing around them.

“Lords of Acid,” he said, holding her gaze.
“The song is ‘Rough Sex’.”

Her long eyelashes fluttered rapidly. “You
really need to start listening to rock n’ roll,” she muttered.

His lips twitched. They’d had this
conversation about their divergent musical tastes before. Although
before, they’d been talking about the differences between Rascal
Flatts and Keith Urban, and the Doors and Cream, including a lively
discussion comparing Keith Urban’s guitar skills to Eric
Clapton’s.

“This music suits my mood tonight,” he
murmured. “Tonight…I’m going to give you what you’ve been
wanting.”

Her eyes widened again and she sucked in a
breath.

Rough sex.

“You need this,” he said, keeping his tone
gentle, holding her gaze steadily. “You know it, Kendall.”

“Need what?” she whispered with another
nervous glance toward the bed.

“Need me to take control.”

She bit her lip, studying him.

“Been watching you, babe.” He reached out
and touched gentle fingertips to her jaw. “Every time…I know you
want more.”

“I’m afraid,” she confessed, still in a
whisper.

“Afraid of me?” His thumb brushed over her
bottom lip.

She shook her head, and pressed into his
hand. “N-no.”

“Afraid of yourself.”

“Maybe.” She closed her eyes briefly. “I
don’t like to let someone else be in control.”

“I know that, sweetheart. You look after
everyone else…but who’s looking after you?”

He knew the answer to that. There was nobody
who looked after her.

“That’s why you need this. Total emotional
release. I promise you, baby, you’ll learn about parts of yourself
you never have.”

He wanted to give that to her. Fuck, he
wanted to so much.

He caressed her face and she closed her eyes
again and rubbed into his palm like a cat, encouraging him. “You
have to trust me. And trust that I take that responsibility
seriously.”

He watched her face as she considered his
words. Her gaze went out of focus as she stared past him.

“Kendall.” His voice a soft command, her
eyes snapped back to meet his. “I want to do this…for you.”

She lifted her chin. “I don’t want to be
tied up.”

He resisted a smile, his chest expanding a
little as her words signaled her partial agreement. “Being
restrained can set you free,” he said, pushing a bit more. “Knowing
that another person has complete control over you is the only way
to be completely free.”

She shook her head. He studied her face. But
she held firm, keeping her chin up.

Admiration and warmth rose inside him. She
was strong. Another reason she was so perfect. “All right,” he
finally said. “Not tonight. I’ll leave you unbound. But you have to
do everything I tell you to do.”

“Always negotiating,” she murmured.

Now he had to smile. “That’s part of
it.”

“I don’t have to do everything you tell
me.”

“Yeah. You do.”

“No. I don’t.”

His lips twitched again. “I see you’re not
getting this control thing.” He slid his hand along the side of her
neck, below her ear, so gentle. He leaned in and kissed the corner
of her mouth.

“All right, fine.”

He let his smile free. “Gonna blindfold
you.” His fingers worked open the buttons of her blouse, one by
one, then tugged the silk from the waistband of her trousers,
leaving her standing in front of him with her blouse hanging open,
revealing nothing, really, besides the satin bow in the center or
her lace bra. So fucking sexy.

With his head bent, focused on his task, he
unbuckled her narrow belt then unfastened her trousers. Loose and
low on her hips, they easily slid down her legs to crumple at her
feet. She toed off her heels and stepped away from her shoes and
pants.

“Sit on the bed,” he ordered, his voice
husky.

She moved to the bed and climbed on, giving
the side eye to the rope and the blindfold.

He’d promised her he wouldn’t tie her up.
Tonight. And he would never go back on a promise. He picked up the
rope and tossed it across the room.

Sitting there in her bra and panties, still
with the open silk blouse over them, she watched him take off his
clothes, unbuttoning his own shirt and shrugging it off, then
stepping out of the dark dress pants he wore. He watched her face
as she studied him, watched her eyes darken, watched the corners of
her mouth lift.

He stepped toward the bed and touched her
face again. “Look at you,” he said hoarsely. “So sexy, in your
pretty underwear, your blouse hanging open like that.” His fingers
trailed down her neck, then brushed the blouse aside to expose one
breast in sheer lace. Her breath hitched. “Your skin’s all flushed.
Your nipples are hard. I can smell how aroused you are.”

She made a small noise in her throat, her
eyes drifting closed.

He slid his hands inside the blouse over her
shoulders, then pushed it off. Her wrists caught in the cuffs, and
for a moment he gripped the fabric in one fist and held it.
Trapping her.

She looked up at him. A pulse fluttered at
her throat and her breasts lifted as she drew in a breath. He
paused, reading her. Fear mingled with excitement. He didn’t want
to scare her.

He released her, carefully working the cuffs
over her hands then tossing the blouse aside.

He traced his fingertips over the top curves
of her breasts in her low-cut bra. “So beautiful,” he said. “Take
it off.”

She reached behind her for the
fastening.

“Very nice.”

He reached for the blindfold. She bit her
lip as he covered her eyes and fastened it behind her head.

“I like to see you,” she whispered.

“This will heighten all your other senses.
Lie down on your back.”

Again, she obeyed, even though he knew how
vulnerable she had to feel lying there nearly naked and deprived of
sight. Brave.

The room had gone silent, the music stopped,
but then faint tones began, slowly growing louder, ethereal vocals
of “Musica Eternal” by Dead Can Dance.

“What happened to that playlist I made you?”
she asked breathlessly. “You know…The Righteous Brothers. Rolling
Stones.”

“You don’t like my music?” He grinned,
knowing she couldn’t see him. Christ, she was cute.

She swiped her tongue over her bottom lip.
“Um. It’s not that I don’t like it. It’s just…I feel it. Inside me.
It makes me feel things.”

He nodded, getting it.

He reached for her, held her slender waist,
slid his hands up her ribcage, grazing the outer curves of her
breasts, then glided them back down over soft skin. His fingers
trailed up between her breasts. Then he bent to explore her and
taste her with his mouth, slowly, in tempo with the music. He
stroked over her limbs, dragging his tongue between her breasts
while one hand gently cupped her throat. The music rose and fell
around them and she made soft sounds of pleasure.

“Christ, you’re beautiful,” he murmured,
kissing the inner curve of one breast. His fingers teased her
bellybutton and shivers rippled over her skin. She drew in a
breath.

He closed his lips over one nipple and gave
a tug. Sweet. Her nipple tightened, perfect against his tongue,
between his lips. A moan climbed up her throat. He sucked firmly at
the tender tip, then moved to the other breast and did the same,
sucking and biting so gently.

“Turn over, sweetheart.” Without waiting for
her to obey, he lifted her and easily flipped her onto her stomach.
She bent her arms and rested one cheek on her hands. And
waited.

Jesus, that was sweet.

He picked up the crop from the nearby
dresser and touched it to her back in a long slow stroke down her
spine.

“What is that?” she murmured, lifting her
head.

“It’s a crop.”

“But…”

“Remember, Kendall…you agreed. Everything I
tell you.”

She lowered her head, but her body remained
tense.

“Relax, baby,” he said, keeping his voice
calm and soft. “Give yourself over to the sensation. Let yourself
feel it. Just like you were.”

He slid the crop up and down her back, then
tickled over her butt cheeks, mostly bare in her thong panties. He
lingered at the crease where cheek met thigh. She shivered. And
then he started tapping.

Light taps down the backs of her thighs and
then her calves, up and down her legs. She shifted on the bed and
he watched closely, gauging her response. So important not to hurt
her. Ever.

He paused to lay a hand on her back. “Don’t
fight it. Take it inside you. Own it.”

“I don’t know if I can do it…”

“You can. Don’t worry, baby, I only want to
give you what you need.” He rubbed her back and she relaxed into
the mattress. He began to tap her with the crop again, soft strikes
against the curves of her butt, never the same place twice. Her
eyes fell closed. He sensed her body softening, her mind drifting
into utter peace.

The music changed again, slow, gentle piano
chords, joined by guitar and rhythm. “‘Surrender’,” Jason whispered
in her ear, naming the song. “By Mythos.”

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “It makes
me want to cry.”

She was getting to that point where her
emotions were close to the surface. Heat rushed through his body.
He continued with the crop, harder, still carefully attentive to
her responses. A soft exhalation escaped her lips and he sensed her
growing euphoria.

God, watching her shiver with sensual
pleasure. Seeing how she was letting go and floating. It fucking
turned him on, so damn much. His dick throbbed at the sight of her,
the knowledge of what she was experiencing. But it was more than
just arousal. The fact that she trusted him made him feel powerful.
Worthy.

He remembered this now, remembered why he
needed to give this. Why he needed her.

Enough. He dropped the crop, climbed on the
bed and moved over her, covering her with his body. A low groan
escaped her. His erection pressed against her ass, getting even
harder at the feel of her curves against him. “Gonna fuck you now,”
he whispered in her ear.

“Yes.”

He smiled. He shifted off her and grabbed a
condom from the night table. After rolling it on, he lifted her
hips. He couldn’t resist bending to feather kisses over the small
of her back, bringing forth more shivers. He smiled.

He tugged her panties down, lifting her
knees to remove them, then slid his fingers between her legs.
“Wet,” he muttered. “So wet. Knew you wanted this. Look how turned
on you are, babe.” He slid the head of his cock through her slick
folds. Silky. Hot. Christ. He pushed inside her. She whimpered.

He thrust inch by inch into her tightness,
and she pushed back, making more small needy noises, wanting it,
wanting more. “Yeah,” he muttered, holding her hips. “Oh yeah.
Feels so good around me. And you need more, don’t you baby? Need
this…” He gave her a soft smack on the ass.

She jolted. “God,” she whispered. “Yes.
Please.”

“That’s it,” he continued, tapping her
again. Then he palmed her cheek and rubbed it a little.

He rained a few more fiery caresses on her
butt, warming it. The music reached a crescendo around them.

He drove into her, again and again.
Sensation built inside him, hot and thick. The backs of his thighs
tingled and his balls pulled up tight. A groan rose in his throat.
Amazing. Desire for her burned from inside him right to his
skin.

He slid his other hand around her front,
down over the patch of curls, and found her clit. The sensitive bud
swelled at his touch and then her pussy squeezed him, rippling
around him and she cried out. Jason drove into her, harder, faster,
fingers on her pulsing clit, extending her pleasure, and then his
entire body seized, heat pouring through him. He gave a long, low
groan and held her hips tight against him as he came too.

When his vision cleared, she had turned her
face into the bed, her breath choppy and uneven. She began to
tremble.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” he murmured, his
voice rough. “Hang on, gotta get rid of the condom.” He took care
of that with speedy efficiency, needing to attend to her, knowing
she’d been pretty high and coming down was going to suck. He
returned to gather her into his arms and lift her off the bed. He
managed with one hand to sweep the covers back and gently deposit
her on the sheets, and then he joined her, tugging the soft duvet
up and over them. He tugged the blindfold off, then his arms
circled her and hauled her up against him. He wrapped her up in
both his arms and his legs, pressing her cheek to his chest with
one big hand in her hair. “There. I’ve got you. It’s okay.”

The trembling intensified and she squirmed
closer to him. He knew she was drawing warmth from him and he slid
his hands up and down her back, over her hip and thigh, then up. He
held her close, a warm sensation swelling in his chest. They lay
there for long moments while he massaged and petted and caressed
her, easing her back into reality.

She pushed at his chest. “I have to go,” she
said, struggling out of his embrace.

What the fuck?

She climbed out of bed and looked around in
a daze for the clothing he’d removed earlier.

He pushed up on one elbow. “What’s wrong,
Kendall?”

As she dressed, she avoided looking at him,
but then once she had her clothes on, she faced him. “I can’t do
this.”

He held her gaze steadily. “Do what?”

“This.” She swept an arm out. “The…the sex.
The kinky stuff. You and me.”

His gut tightened. “What exactly does that
mean?”

“I can’t see you again, Jason. This isn’t
me. I can’t…I just can’t do it. It’s not right. For me, I
mean.”

Was she serious? He’d never met someone so
sweetly submissive, someone who needed it so much. Someone who’d
taken it all inside her and flown with it. He couldn’t be wrong
about this.

“Kendall. Babe. Don’t go. Talk to me.”

“No.” She shook her head stubbornly, edging
toward the door. “You’ll have to…find someone else….someone who
likes that…”

“You liked it.” He wasn’t wrong about
that.

“No.”

“Christ, Kendall.” He threw back the covers
and stood. She took a step backwards. His insides twisted at that.
Fuck. Was she seriously afraid of him? Jesus. He closed his eyes
briefly. “You don’t need to be afraid of me. I thought you trusted
me.”

“I-I…do but…”

“I saw how you responded to me. To
everything we’ve done.”

“My body responded,” she said stiffly,
reaching for the doorknob behind her. “Not my mind.”

“Bullshit. You were flying high.”

“I’m sorry. Really. Find someone else…”

“Kendall. Stop.” The firm command he laced
into his voice made her hesitate. “I don’t want anyone else. We’re
right for each other. I wouldn’t have done these things with you,
taken you down this path, if I didn’t fucking believe that.”

She shook her head and opened the door. “I’m
sorry, Jason. I can’t.”

He let her go.

He lowered himself to sit on the bed.
Shit.

He’d fucked up. He’d been so sure of her.
From the first time he’d met her, something inside him had
responded to her, to her natural submission, her need to be
dominated. Something about her brought out every dominant,
protective instinct in him, everything he’d been trying to
repress.

Now, faced with her hasty exit, clearly
terrified, all those doubts came crashing back down on him, and he
lowered his head into his hands.



Chapter Two


 


One month later

 


You can’t have a wedding without a
bride.

Kendall pressed her fingers to the throbbing
space between her eyebrows, cell phone against her ear, listening
to Natalia’s phone ring unanswered. Two hundred guests were
arriving at the winery next weekend, a dozen people still hadn’t
replied to the invitation, the caterer wanted the final guest
tally, boxes of reception favors sat on the living room floor,
waiting to be wrapped, and the bride wasn’t answering her goddamn
cell phone.

Kendall punched the button to end the call
and tossed her phone onto the family room coffee table. She rubbed
the knot of tension at the back of her neck and took a big breath
as she tipped her head back. The ceiling fan twirled lazily above
her and autumn sunlight streamed in the tall arched windows
overlooking the vineyard. The frequent sounds of car doors opening
and closing, distant voices and laughter told her things were busy
over at the tasting room today. She should be there helping.

Even the groom had disappeared. Kevin wasn’t
answering his cell phone either. She hadn’t seen him since he’d
gone out Friday night.

Just effing great.

Once again, her brother had charmed her into
doing anything he wanted. She’d spent months planning this wedding,
a lavish celebration of Kevin and Natalia’s love, making sure every
detail was exactly what they wanted. Since Natalia’s family lived
two hundred miles away in Pine Creek, California, and had next to
no money for the big wedding Natalia had her heart set on, Kendall
had done it all. Natalia also had her heart set on a wedding at
Vioget Estates.

The winery would be a beautiful location for
a wedding, a dream wedding.

Kendall’s lips pursed as she carried the box
of favors to the dining room and set it on the table. She opened
the carton and pulled out one of the chrome bottle stoppers adorned
with two lovebirds atop it. It gleamed silver in the afternoon
light. Very pretty. Almost a thousand dollars’ worth of them in the
box, and all two hundred of them had to be tied with the shimmery
white ribbon and a small tag that read “Natalia and Kevin” and the
date of their wedding. Which was only a week away.

Crappity crap crap. This was not what she
wanted to be doing. It wasn’t what she should be doing when
the tasting room was busy. But it had to be done.

The silence of the empty house made her
teeth clench. She crossed to the stereo system where she’d docked
her iPod and selected a playlist. Music to improve her mood. She
waited for the first song to start…the chords, the drums, then the
lyrics of “Louie Louie”.

Sixties rock n’ roll was the answer to every
question.

She danced across the room back to the
dining room table and reached for the scissors and a roll of the
sheer ribbon, her body moving to the beat of the music. She’d get
to work and have this done in no time.

The music changed to the Rolling Stones
singing about not getting any satisfaction. Huh. Yeah, she could
relate to that. She sighed, unable to stop herself from thinking
about Jason Holloway.

She hadn’t heard from him since that night a
month ago when she’d run out of his house like a terror-stricken
virgin. Even though she’d been the one to end things, she found
herself disappointed that he’d never called, and still thought
about him a lot—hot, wicked, bone-melting thoughts about what he’d
done to her, her emotions veering from shame that she had let a man
do that to her, to heated arousal, to a strange pride in herself,
and then back to shame at the fact that she’d actually enjoyed
it.

Letting someone like Jason take control of
her was bad, bad, bad. She could not let that happen. She had
responsibilities—a business to run, people who depended on her for
their livelihood, a brother to look after. Even though he was an
adult on the verge of becoming a husband.

Head bobbing and foot tapping to the driving
beat, she pushed away thoughts of the sexy police chief she’d had a
brief relationship with, and mentally sorted through the wedding
plans to make sure, yet again, that every detail was attended to.
Never mind her mental list, she had a file folder full of lists.
She bopped over to the hutch containing her file of lists and other
paperwork. If only the freakin’ bride and groom would show up and
help out a little.

A couple of hours and a lot of sixties rock
n’ roll music later, she had a table heaped with silver and
iridescent white, ready to be packed back into boxes to be arranged
at each place setting for the wedding dinner.

And still no Kevin. He hadn’t even come home
last night. That wasn’t unusual; he often stayed at Natalia’s small
apartment in town, especially if her roommate was away for the
weekend. But where had the two of them disappeared to all day when
there was so much to be done?

Her head whipped around at the sound of the
door opening into the kitchen. Finally!

Expecting to see Kevin and his fiancée, she
frowned at the sight of him alone as he appeared in the entrance to
the dining room. Hair mussed and clothes rumpled, he looked at her
with bloodshot and bleary eyes. Crap.

“Kevin! Where the hell have you been? I’ve
been trying to call your cell phone all afternoon.”

“Battery died.” He rubbed his face, so
handsome and boyish, though his usual charming grin was absent.
“Sorry.”

“Natalia’s not answering hers either. I
thought you two were together somewhere.”

Kevin’s mouth twisted. “No.”

Kendall’s frown deepened. “Oh. Then where
were you last night?”

“Does it matter?” He shrugged off his light
jacket and draped it over the back of a chair, avoiding her
eyes.

“There are a million things to do to get
ready for the wedding next weekend! I need Natalia to confirm some
of her family’s guests. They haven’t replied to the invitation, and
the caterer needs the final head count.” She swept out a hand. “I
just did all these favors and there are more decorations to
make.”

He rolled his eyes. “We’ll do it next week.”
He rubbed his face and heaved a long sigh. “I’m beat. Think I’ll go
lay down.”

And he disappeared down the hall as if he
couldn’t wait to get away from her. Kendall set her hands on her
hips and stared after him. Holy Angelina Jolie, she’d put so much
work into this wedding, not just today, but for weeks. Kevin was
her only family, and Natalia was going to be her sister-in-law, and
she wanted them to be happy. She wanted them to have the wedding
they wanted, the wedding Natalia had dreamed of, the wedding her
parents couldn’t afford to give her. Natalia was a busy,
hard-working grad student whose education was a priority, so
Kendall had gladly taken on a lot of the work.

But as she stood there, still stunned by
Kevin’s cavalier attitude toward everything that needed to get
done, still shaking her head over the fact that neither he nor
Natalia had bothered to even be around to help a week before the
wedding, she began to feel…taken advantage of.

Crap. She let out a long sigh. She didn’t do
this for any kind of reward; she did it because she wanted to. But
man, a little help or even a thank you would be nice.

 


Jason Holloway dumped his plate and cutlery
into his sink, leaning there while he drained a glass of cold
water. Eating alone wasn’t much fun, and he wasn’t much of a cook,
so a frozen dinner quickly nuked and eaten took care of a necessary
chore. Now he could get back to the fun part of his day—stripping
paint off the banister in his house.

He shook his head as he left the kitchen.
Yeah, spending his weekend stripping paint was a rip-roaring time
for a single guy. But he’d discovered he got a deep satisfaction
from taking something old and making it look new again. He also
found he needed an outlet for his physical energy. His new job in
Las Colinas was a lot different than the adrenaline roller coaster
of his old one. Which was what he’d wanted when he’d moved there
from L.A., but… Well, at least while he was toiling at manual labor
in his house, he could burn off some energy and let his mind mull
over things—cases at work, staffing problems, political problems
that went along with being chief of police. Kendall.

His gut clenched as he picked up the heat
gun and the putty knife and started blasting away at the many
layers of paint.

He was staying as far away from Kendall
Vioget as possible. That night he’d screwed up, she’d run out of
here like the house was on fire. He’d scared her.

Fuck. Somehow she brought out those parts of
him he was trying to subdue. His dominant tendencies and the kinky
things he liked. The parts of him he swore he was also leaving in
L.A. when he’d moved here to start over. He wasn’t just starting
over with his career—his sex life was going to be vanilla all the
way, baby.

Only “celibate” was a more fitting
description of his sex life, since Kendall was the only woman he’d
met in Las Colinas who interested him and he’d epically fucked that
up.

He tried to focus on the task at hand. He’d
discovered soon after moving in that all the woodwork in the old
Victorian-style house was original oak. He’d ripped out carpet and
ugly vinyl flooring to reveal sweet hardwood floors beneath, and he
planned to refinish those too, once the baseboards and doors and
banister had been stripped and refinished. And the walls
painted.

It was a work in progress. Kind of like his
life. Starting over, rebuilding.

When a voice spoke behind him, he almost
seared the skin off his hand as the heat gun jolted. He looked up
at his gray-haired neighbor, Denny, standing there laughing at
him.

“Scared ya, huh?”

Jason shook his head and shut off the power
tool. Although Denny was a good thirty years older than him, they’d
gotten to be friends since Jason had moved in a year ago.

“You couldn’t scare a fly, old man,” he
replied with a grin.

“I knocked, but you didn’t hear me.”

“No shit.” Jason held up the heat gun. “Did
you come to help, or just stand and watch?”

Denny was pretty handy and Jason had
actually learned a lot from him. Jason suspected the main reason
Denny came over ostensibly to help was because he was lonely, but
he’d never say that to him and hey, he didn’t mind the old guy
helping him out.

Denny grinned too. “You only got one
gun.”

“True. But I’ve got some chemical stripper
we could start using on these baseboards.”

Denny picked up the can sitting on a drop
cloth and studied it with a frown. “How do you use this stuff?”

“You brush it on, keep brushing until the
old varnish softens and then scrape it off.”

Denny shrugged. “Okay, sounds easy enough. I
think I can probably handle that.”

Jason fired up the gun again and the two of
them worked together, unable to have much of a conversation over
the loud whine of the heat gun. And that was okay.

A while later, when he’d reached the top of
the staircase, he glanced at Denny below him on the main floor,
almost done stripping the baseboard along one wall of the entrance
hall. He turned off the gun. “Looks good,” he called to him.

“Yeah. It does. But I’m lucky I have any
skin left on my hands.”

“Don’t put your hands in it, for
chrissake.”

Denny laughed and held up gloved hands. “I’m
not that stupid.”

“I need a beer. How about you?”

“Sounds good.”

They cleaned up, Denny always meticulous
about cleaning tools when they finished work, a good habit Jason
had learned from the older man, and then Jason pulled a couple of
beers out of his fridge.

He leaned against the counter in the
kitchen, the second room he’d finished since moving in, the master
bathroom being the first. He rarely cooked so he wasn’t sure why
the kitchen had been a priority, but for some reason the kitchen
always felt like the center of a house. If the kitchen wasn’t a
good place to be in, it wasn’t a home.

So his kitchen had gleaming granite
countertops, new maple cupboards and shiny stainless steel
appliances that had barely been used.

“As usual, a good-looking single guy like
you is at home alone all weekend.”

Jason shook his head, a smile tugging his
lips. The old guy liked to bug him about his lack of a social life.
“I’m not alone. You’re here.”

Denny snorted. “Ha. You should be out with
some pretty girl.”

Kendall’s face appeared in his mind.
Definitely pretty. No, more like stunningly beautiful and hot as
hell. Absolutely, submissively perfect for him. And, therefore, way
the hell off limits. Jason washed down his sigh of disappointment
with another mouthful of beer. He smiled at Denny. “Never mind me.
Why don’t you have a hot date tonight?”

Denny snorted out a laugh. “Yeah, right. I’m
too old for that shit. But you know…I could fix you up with my
chiropractor.”

Jason almost choked on his beer. “Uh. No
thanks.”

Denny launched into a discussion about the
back problems that had led to the recent chiropractor visit while
Jason drank his beer and tried not to think about Kendall at his
mercy, crying out with an exquisite pleasure that punched through
him to his core.

 


“She was last seen Saturday afternoon.”

Jason nodded, sitting in his office at the
Las Colinas Police Department Monday morning, listening to his
staff brief him on a new missing person case. “At the research
center.”

“Yes. We need to talk more to her fiancé. He
apparently was there with her for a while. Says he left her there,”
Officer Greg Hart said.

Fiancé. Fucking great. Jason shook his head.
He could see exactly where this was going.

“The fiancé is Kevin Vioget.”

Jason’s head snapped up. “Kevin Vioget?”
Kendall’s brother. Jesus Christ.

“Yeah.”

Jason nodded slowly. “Okay. Did he report
her missing?”

“No, actually, it was her roommate. Laurel
Dearing. They’re both students at UCLC. When Debarros didn’t come
home Saturday or Sunday, her roommate assumed she was with her
fiancé. When she still didn’t show up Monday morning, not even at
class, Dearing called Vioget, who hadn’t seen her since
Saturday.”

Kevin hadn’t made the missing person report.
He’d gone nearly two whole days without talking to his fiancée and
still hadn’t realized she was missing. Son of a bitch.

“I’ll go out to Vioget Estates with
you.”

Shit. Why was he doing that? As police
chief, he didn’t need to be involved in a missing person case.

Officer Hart eyed him. “Weren’t you seeing
Kendall Vioget?”

Jason kept his face neutral though he wanted
to scowl. “Yeah. That was a while ago. Things didn’t work out.”

The Vioget family was wealthy and well-known
in Santa Barbara county, hell, in several counties, with
their prestigious wine empire, although now the empire consisted
only of the two siblings, Kevin and Kendall, who’d run the winery
for the last ten years since their parents died. Well, from what he
knew, it was pretty much Kendall who ran the show. This made the
missing person case a little more high profile with Kevin Vioget
being involved. Reason enough for him to tag along with Hart.

Jason followed Hart out to the cruiser car.
The drive from downtown Las Colinas out to the Vioget estate took
only about fifteen minutes, out along Highway 154, then they turned
onto a winding road lined with cypress trees. With Officer Hart
driving, Jason had the chance to take in the views, the rolling
green hills of the Santa Ynez Valley, some striped with vineyards,
the sky a clear cloudless blue above, the Santa Ynez Mountains dark
and craggy in the distance. So different than his life in Los
Angeles.

The winery building came into view as they
rounded a corner, creamy stucco with a red clay tile roof and
arched windows. Several cars lined the first row of parking in the
small lot, and Officer Hart pulled in beside one and parked.

They approached the building, quiet in the
warm sunshine, the sound of water splashing gently in a fountain
growing louder as they neared it. They walked across the terra
cotta tiles of the patio, past palms and small fig trees and clay
pots spilling colorful flowers and greenery. A peal of laughter in
the distance caught Jason’s ears and he looked over to where a
group of people were playing croquet on a lush green lawn.

They entered the dim coolness of the
high-ceilinged room. Two couples stood at the long wooden bar
lining one wall while a young woman behind poured them samples of
wine, offering a description of the wine as she did so. Jason
recognized the girl as one of Kendall’s employees, although he
couldn’t remember her name. She looked up, eyes widening at the
sight of Officer Hart in his uniform. She excused herself to the
couples and left them to their tasting as she approached the
officers.

“Can I help you?”

“Kevin Vioget. Is he here?”

“Uh…yes. He’s in the back. I think he’s
doing some testing. I’ll go find him.”

“Thank you.”

She disappeared through a heavy oak door.
Jason surveyed the room, searching for any sight of Kendall. His
lips tightened. He hadn’t seen her since she’d walked out on him
that night. But she wasn’t in the tasting room.

Fresh sunflowers in shades of gold and
russet sat on small tables, and antique pine armoires held a
variety of gift items. The couples at the bar spoke in murmurs in
the hushed room, and their glasses clinked as they finished and set
them down.

“Nice place,” Hart said. “I haven’t been
here for years.”

Jason lifted a brow at him. “I didn’t know
you were into wine.”

Hart grimaced. “Not me. The wife. She wanted
to come here on our anniversary. We did the horse-drawn carriage
ride through the vineyard, drinking wine. Actually, it was kinda
romantic.”

Jason grinned, then turned his attention
back to the young woman who’d emerged from the back. “He’ll be
right out,” she told them, returning to her place behind the bar
and picking up another bottle of wine.

A moment later Kevin Vioget opened the oak
door and strode out. Jason had met him briefly a couple of times,
but couldn’t say he knew him really well. What had Kendall told him
about their breakup?

“Hi,” Kevin said. “I’m glad you’re here.
Come into my office.”

Jason watched him carefully, studying the
young man’s facial expressions and body language as they followed
him into an office. Kevin was four years younger than Kendall’s
twenty-eight, and a good ten years younger than Jason. His family
resemblance to Kendall with his dark hair and eyes, smooth golden
skin and high cheekbones made Jason’s jaw clench.

“Have you found her?” Kevin asked as soon as
the door was closed.

“No.”

The guy looked genuinely concerned. He
rubbed his face. “Shit.”

Officer Hart went through the usual
questions, Jason observing. When they asked him to list everything
he’d done since he’d last seen Natalia Debarros Saturday afternoon,
Kevin’s eyes flickered and his mouth tightened, although it was
barely perceptible.

“I left her at the lab,” he told them. “I
drove her there, went in with her. She was going to spend the
afternoon working on her research project, so I left. I…” Another
barely observable pause. “I came home and spent the rest of the day
working here, mostly in the office.”

“Anyone else here?”

“No. It was Saturday. The tasting room was
busy, but I didn’t go in there, just worked until late.”

“You and your sister are the only ones
living here,” Hart said.

“Yeah. Well, not here. Our house is up the
road.” He jerked his head.

“So she can confirm you were home Saturday
night?”

Another micro-pause. “Yes. Why are you
asking me this?”

“Standard procedure.” Hart smiled at him.
“Don’t worry. I’m sure she’ll turn up eventually. I understand you
two are getting married this weekend.”

“Yeah.” Kevin blew out a frustrated breath.
“Jesus. Why would Natalia take off so close to the wedding?”

“I was about to ask you that. Cold feet,
maybe?”

Kevin shook his head slowly, looking glum.
“I don’t think so. She wanted this big wedding so much. It’s all
she’s been thinking of for months.”

“Her parents say she’s not there with
them.”

“I know. I called them this morning, after
Laurel called me, all in a panic. I thought maybe she went to visit
them, though why she’d do that when they’re coming here later this
week for the wedding, I have no idea. But they haven’t seen her or
heard from her.”

“Okay.” Officer Hart wrapped up the meeting.
“We’ll keep you posted. Let us know if you hear from her.”

“Yes. Of course. Uh…are you going to talk to
Kendall?”

Jason watched his face again. “Any problem
with that?”

“No. It’s just…she’s not home. She, uh…went
shopping.” Then his eyes narrowed a little as he looked at Jason,
and Jason knew what he was thinking—Kendall probably didn’t want to
see him.

Jason lifted his chin, kept his face
neutral. “Okay. We’ll catch up with her later. Tell her to call us
when she gets home.” He left his card with Kevin, and they strolled
out of the building, back into eye-stabbing sunshine.

Hart looked at Jason questioningly as they
crunched across the gravel parking lot toward their cruiser.
“Whaddya think?”

Jason shrugged, pulled open his door. “Why
would a girl run away a week before her wedding?”

“Well…” Hart started the car, threw an arm
behind Jason’s seat and looked over his shoulder as he reversed.
“Either she got cold feet, like we said—or she didn’t run
away.”



Chapter
Three


 


“Yeah,” Jason muttered, with a glance up the
road toward the house where Kendall lived. Or should he say, the
mansion where she lived. “Dammit.”

In a similar style as the winery, two
stories of blinding white stucco with big arched windows gleamed
and glinted in the sunlight. Lush lawns spread out around it, some
shaded by olive and oak trees. He’d been awed the first time he’d
driven out there to pick up Kendall, but she regarded it all so
matter-of-factly.

It was hard to buy that Natalia Debarros had
run away a week before marrying into that kind of money. Kevin
Vioget would be considered a catch by any woman’s standards—tall,
handsome, charming and rich. Which then brought up the idea of a
kidnapping. Jason’s eyes narrowed as he considered the possibility
of ransom. Kendall had implied in some of their conversations that
it was no longer the case, but everyone thought the Viogets were
rich. However, there’d been no contact from anyone wanting money.
It was possible, but unlikely.

Las Colinas was a quiet city nestled in the
hills of the lovely Santa Ynez Valley in Southern California, with
minimal crime—a nice easy job for Jason as police chief, which was
exactly why he was there. A kidnapping or—God forbid—a murder would
be pretty unexpected. But whatever this was—they had to solve
it.

Back at the station, he did some budget
projections and reviewed progress on a couple of other cases before
checking in on the missing person case. Natalia had last been seen
at the lab, not by her fiancé, but rather by a fellow grad student
who’d also been at the lab that day working on his own research
project. He’d seen her briefly, but said she’d left about half an
hour before him.

Easy enough to confirm that story, and
everyone else’s. The lab was a part of the UCLC campus, located
just outside Las Colinas. It was known as the Vioget Research
Center, funded by—who else—the prominent Vioget family. The
building featured hi-tech security, with swipe cards needed to not
only enter the building, but to travel from department to
department, lab to lab. Computer records would confirm who’d been
there that day and where exactly in the building they’d been. Jason
looked forward to getting that information.

UCLC’s Department of Viticulture and Enology
was world-renowned. What the hell kind of research did they do
about wine, anyway? Jason shook his head and grimaced, then rubbed
his abdomen. He had a burning feeling in his stomach that needed to
be fed with a bag of donuts from Mel’s Churros. Yeah, a cop cliché,
but damn, he loved donuts.

 


“Lie to the police?” Kendall stared at her
brother in horror. Every muscle in her body tightened. “Why,
Kevin?” She narrowed her eyes at her younger brother. “Now what did
you do?”

She dropped onto the beige leather couch in
their family room and skewered him with her sternest big-sister
gaze. Which wasn’t very stern, apparently, much as she tried.

Bob Dylan’s raspy voice sang “Like a Rolling
Stone” from the stereo speakers.

“I didn’t do anything! I mean, I just…just
tell them I was here Saturday night, okay? All weekend basically.
It’ll make things easier.”

“Kevin.” Kendall’s neck and shoulders
contracted into rock-like tightness. She twisted the rings on her
right ring finger, the rings that had been her mother’s, round and
round. “What’s going on? Do you know where Natalia is? What
happened to her?”

“I swear I don’t know! I’m as lost as you
are about this!” He rubbed the back of his neck as he paced back
and forth across the carpet in front of one arched window, and he
did look worried, the charismatic sparkle gone from his eyes, his
engaging grin nowhere to be seen. “She must have taken off
somewhere.”

“If she took off less than a week before
this damn wedding because she had freakin’ cold feet, I’m gonna
kill her when I see her,” Kendall muttered. “Geez. This is
not the time to disappear.”

“I know, I know. I don’t know where she
went!”

She hated to even say the words, her stomach
cramping as she uttered them. “Should we cancel the wedding?”

Kevin blanched. “Cancel the wedding? No. No,
we can’t do that. She’ll show up. She will.” The look on his face
had Kendall’s heart contracting. He loved Natalia. Was he being
jilted, practically at the altar? Oh hell.

“Oh, Kevin. I’m sorry. This is so
awful.”

She leaned back into the cushions of the
couch and stared at the high ceiling, watching the fan twirl above
her. She hated when things shot out of control.

After all the work she’d done to plan this
wedding, the bride had disappeared. She almost groaned aloud.
Yesterday she’d been pissed off at Kevin and determined that after
this wedding was over, things were going to change. No more would
she let Kevin take advantage of her. Now…God. Never mind all
the time she’d invested. Never mind all the money she’d spent on
the wedding. Those weren’t the most important things. It was far
worse for Kevin to get dumped days before the wedding.

If that was what was happening. It was still
possible Natalia might show up. But if she did, it was going to be
a toss-up whether the dominant emotion would be relief or freakin’
pissed off anger. Kendall wanted to growl. She drew in a long
breath and sat up. “I’m supposed to call the police?” Just saying
those words made her insides tighten.

“Yeah.” He dug in his jeans pocket and
pulled out a crumpled card. “Uh…Jason.”

Kendall slowly took the card and looked down
at Jason’s name printed there. “He came out here?”

“Yeah. With another detective. But he said
to call him.”

Kendall’s stomach swooped. She swallowed.
“Okay.”

“He sat there scowling at me and didn’t say
a word.” Kevin tugged at the collar of his golf shirt. “He made me
nervous.”

“Why? You have nothing to be nervous about.”
She shot him another sharp glance. “Do you?”

“What the fuck! Does everybody think I
killed my fiancée or something? Why would I do that? I love her,
for chrissake!” His hands curled into fists at his side, then he
turned and stalked out of the room and down the hall.

Kendall’s throat constricted as he stormed
out, and she bit her bottom lip. Of course she didn’t think he’d
killed his fiancée, that was crazy ass stupid. But Kevin had
been known to get into trouble, and she’d been known to bail him
out. Not big trouble, just crazy kid trouble, but still, he was the
only family she had and she’d always looked after him. She
had to look after him.

He must be worried sick about Natalia.

They had guests arriving from out of town,
starting in a few days. They had a rental company from Santa
Barbara arriving Friday to deliver and set up chairs and tables for
both the ceremony and the reception. They had a caterer ready to
descend upon the vineyard at the end of this week to begin
preparations for dinner for two hundred people. Gifts were already
piling up in the den. On top of that, the unseasonably warm weather
was causing the grapes to ripen on the vine much too early. They’d
planned this wedding to happen well before harvest, which
was the busiest time of year at the vineyard. Her heart picked up
pace a little, and her breathing grew shallow.

No no no. This was not time to lose control.
She jumped to her feet and rubbed her palms over her khaki shorts.
She could do this. She’d call Jason and find out this was all just
some hilarious misunderstanding. They’d all be laughing about this,
at some point.

And she’d be cool and courteous when she
spoke to him. As if her heart wasn’t pounding against her
breastbone.

She pulled out her cell phone and stared at
it for a moment before getting her nerve up to punch in Jason’s
cell phone number. When he answered, his rich and deep voice,
authoritarian and sexy, was immediately recognizable.
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