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      “He’s going to prison.” Sitting in the kitchen of the condo she shared with her roommate Kevin, Sasha leaned on the granite counter and let her head drop onto her arms. “I can’t believe it.”

      Kevin stood on the other side of the counter at the stove, stir-frying strips of chicken breast. “That’s not good.”

      Sasha groaned. “No shit. I’ll never get paid now. I’ve been hanging on, waiting for the court case, and now as part of a plea deal, Eckhart admitted he knew what was going on with that Cangelo scandal. He admitted that he got nearly a million dollars from the contractor as part of the project, and he knew the contractor was inflating the price.”

      “So he pleaded guilty?”

      “Yes.” She let out a long sigh and lifted her head. “There’s no hope now.”

      “Can you sue him?” Kevin shot her a look of sympathy as he added some chopped vegetables to the pan. “For breach of contract?”

      “Yes. I definitely could. Would I ever get a cent from him? Doubtful. I’ve talked to my lawyer about it.”

      “I’m surprised your dad hasn’t already filed a lawsuit on your behalf.”

      “Yeah. He probably would. If he knew about this.”

      “You haven’t told him?”

      “Are you kidding me? He’d flip out. He’d be running to his lawyer and offering to give me the money himself.”

      “True.” Kevin grimaced. “Don’t worry. You’ll get more work. It’s spring. The economy is improving. People will be looking for landscape designers, and you’re one of the best.”

      “Aw. Thank you.”

      “You are. I’ve been spreading the word to anyone I know who needs landscaping done.”

      “If I don’t get more work soon, I’ll have to let Flo and Gareth go.” The only two permanent employees she had in her small landscape design business.

      “That sucks.”

      “It sucks rat balls.”

      “It’s sucktacular.”

      “Yeah. Sucktastic.”

      Sasha’s lips twitched as she met Kevin’s eyes, and then she gave him a crooked smile. “Thanks. You always cheer me up.”

      “Ditto, doll.”

      “I know it’s not the end of the world. I think I can keep Flo and Gareth on for another month. I have some small jobs I’m working on right now, and I have a meeting Monday morning that sounds promising.” She straightened her shoulders. “Things will pick up.”

      “They will. Let me pour you a glass of wine.”

      “Thanks.”

      Kevin slid a wineglass across the counter to her and popped the lid off a bottle of beer for himself. He lifted it in a toast. “Cheers. Have faith. You’re a talented designer. It will work out.”

      “Thanks, Kev.” She sipped her wine. “But if there’s one thing I’ve learned from that whole deal, it’s get the money up front.”

      “Hell yeah.”

      “I mean, I usually get a down payment and sometimes progress payments if it’s a big job. But stupid me, I thought since Eckhart was so high profile and well off, it was safe. Even though it was the biggest job I’ve ever done. And I spent a fortune on materials and subcontractors. Who are also waiting to be paid.” She groaned, her stomach pitching yet again at the thought of the money she owed.

      “And then just when you finish the job, he gets arrested.”

      “Yep.” She took another gulp of wine. “So I’m not making that mistake again, no matter who it is. I just hope I can hang on long enough to stay in business.”

      “Your dad would loan you money to keep going.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      He grinned. “It’s true.”

      “I am not taking any money from my father. God.” She shuddered. “They never believed I could do this. The last thing I want to do is go running to Daddy begging him to bail me out. That is not going to happen. I’ll get a job digging ditches before I’ll do that.”

      “Every business has ups and downs, Sasha. Cash flow problems from time to time. It wouldn’t be admitting you’re a failure to have a little help.”

      “I know that, but you know how much I want to show my family I can do this. They think I should be working at the bank, or maybe married to some rich guy and organizing charity events. Not digging in dirt.”

      “What you do is a lot more than digging in dirt.”

      “That’s what they think it is.”

      He shook his head, smiling. He’d met her family so he got it. “So, big date tonight, huh? Who is this guy?”

      “Eric Roscoe.”

      He shrugged, then said, “Hey, isn’t he a big realtor?”

      She grinned. “Yeah. I figure maybe he knows clients who need landscaping done on the houses they just bought. I’ve actually been calling some agents I know and asking them to keep me in mind. I’ve even met with a few to show them my portfolio. I’m pounding the pavement looking for work.”

      “Good thinking. But it’s supposed to be a date. Not a business meeting. Instead of thinking about the jobs you might get from this guy, you should be thinking about falling in loooove.”

      She laughed. “Yeah. No. We both know what the chances of that are.”

      “Hey, never say never. You’re just too picky when it comes to men.”

      “I am not!”

      “Okay, so what was wrong with that last guy you went out with? Burton?”

      She looked down at her wine. “Um.”

      “What?”

      “He wouldn’t put his tongue in my mouth.”

      At Kevin’s silence, she sneaked a peek at him through her eyelashes. He stared at her open-mouthed. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. He had no problem when I put my tongue in his mouth, but he wouldn’t do it to me. I wanted him to…you know…take charge.”

      “But all the guys you date are kind of…wimpy.”

      “They are not!”

      Kevin shook his head. “Yeah, doll, they are. It’s like you look for guys like that, but then they’re not good enough and you dump them.”

      She sat back, pursing her lips. “I date nice guys. It’s me who’s the problem.”

      Kevin tsked. “That’s not true.”

      “I should go get ready.” Talking about her disappointing love life was something best avoided. “You’re just staying home tonight?”

      “Joe and Beamer are coming over. We’re gonna play cards.”

      “Sounds good. Hey, save some of that stir-fry for me. I’ll have it for lunch one day.”

      “You got it, dollface.”

      Sasha slid off the stool, eyeing Kevin. He was her best friend and her roommate, had been since they’d met when she’d started working as a landscape designer. He was an architect and they’d worked together on a project constructing a new medical center where she was doing the landscape design for the exterior. His good looks had immediately attracted her attention, although at the time she’d been dating someone else and so had he. But something had clicked between them, a shared sense of humor, and, although she hadn’t known it back then, a shared sense that they didn’t quit fit in with the rest of the world. When she’d been looking for somewhere to live so she could get out of her parents’ house and their suffocating protectiveness, he’d offered her a chance to move into his condo with him, in the Bucktown area of Chicago, paying him rent and looking after the small yard out back. It worked out great.

      They were both single now, and not for the first time Sasha wished she could feel more for Kevin than friendship. He was so perfect for her. Except, obviously not, since he didn’t give her that kick of lust low down inside, or make her pulse flutter, or make her skin tingle and heat, or make her start thinking about sex.

      Of course, who did? Nobody—that’s who.

      She’d kind of given up on finding a guy who could give her those feelings past the first kiss, or past the first few times they slept together. Tonight she had a date, but she didn’t have high hopes anymore.

      But it was Friday night and going out was better than sitting at home. Although…playing poker with Kevin and Joe and Beamer sounded like fun. Nah. She sucked at poker. They always bugged her about her inability to hide what she was thinking and feeling. She was working on her poker face. The ability to bluff was definitely a valuable skill in this world.

      She carried her glass of wine from the kitchen and up the dark oak staircase to the second floor of the condo. The old building had been beautifully refurbished into two, two-story condos with shiny hardwood floors and lots of big windows.

      Eric was taking her to a blues club for dinner and drinks and music, and she was looking forward to that. She changed into a pair of skinny jeans, a black camisole and a loose, sheer black top with fluttery sleeves and crocheted detail at the front. She debated over shoes, trying to remember how tall Eric was. She was five foot six, so if she wore five-inch platform shoes, that put her taller than a lot of guys, and on a first date she didn’t really want to do that.

      She didn’t think Eric was that tall, so she slid her feet into leopard-print ballet flats instead. She checked her fingernails. She’d been digging in potting mix earlier and yup, there was still dirt under her nails. That was not good.

      In her small bathroom—Kevin had the big master bedroom and en suite bathroom with a huge whirlpool tub and separate shower stall—she scrubbed away, using her special gardeners’ soap with grainy pumice and cocoa butter to keep her hands from being rough and dry. Which they sometimes were anyway. She loved the smell of the soap and used a similar scented body lotion.

      Okay. Ready. She checked the time on her cell phone as she picked up her purse and then stepped into the hall. Oh dear God. Whatever Kevin had made smelled unbelievable. Garlic and ginger and the almost popcorn-like scent of basmati rice. Her stomach gave a gurgle and she pressed a hand there.

      Kevin sat at the counter, using chopsticks to eat his dinner. He was a great cook and she’d learned a lot from living with him.

      “I changed my mind,” she told him, picking up a fork and lifting a mouthful of rice from the pot. “I’m staying home with you. That smells so good.” She surveyed the chicken stir-fry with glossy chunks of red pepper and golden peanuts. Yum.

      The doorbell rang.

      “Too late.” He rose from the stool. He had to meet every guy she dated, which bugged her because her whole life her dad and two older brothers had interrogated and scrutinized every guy she’d ever dated. After Jack.

      She pushed away those thoughts, because she still thought of Jack way too often for her own peace of mind. And there was no point in it.

      But Kevin wasn’t nearly as overbearing about it all as Dad and Sam and Nash were, even though she knew they thought they had reason to be protective of her. Kevin just liked to give the guys a quick check, and sometimes she really liked it that her dates knew she lived with another dude, especially if they turned out to be a little on the creeper side.

      “My roommate Kevin Chillen. Kevin, Eric Roscoe.”

      They shook hands, giving each other a male look of appraisal. “Male roommate, huh?” Eric said with a smile, apparently unperturbed by this fact.

      Kevin returned the smile with one of his own. “Yeah. This is my place, but I let her hang out here.”

      “For a price.” She shook her head but smiled too. “I pay you rent, remember? Okay! Let’s go.” She pulled her bright red pea jacket from the closet and was pleasantly surprised when Eric helped her into it. She looped a big scarf around her neck and waved goodbye to Kevin.

      Eric had parked on the street out front of the big duplex, beneath the maple tree that grew there, its branches bare and dark. The early spring evening was chilly and she ducked her chin deeper into the scarf as Eric opened the door and helped her in.

      Another nice guy. Just what she wanted.

      

      “Hai!” Jack Grenville sprang at his opponent and attempted a diagonal knife hand strike to the side of his neck, but a series of fast moves gave him no time to react and he found himself flat on his back, panting, adrenaline flashing through his veins.

      He laughed.

      Nozumo Sensei may have been nearly sixty years old, but he was still a worthy adversary. Jack had invited him to Chicago to see his new penthouse condo and the dojo he’d had built. They both moved to their knees and touched their foreheads to the mat before each other, then rose to their feet.

      “Your attack was weak and sloppy,” Nozumo Sensei told him.

      Jack grinned. “I’ll practice more now that I have this room.”

      “It is a beautiful room,” Sensei said. They each turned and bowed as they stepped off the mat. “Your entire home is beautiful. But it feels empty.”

      Jack shrugged and grabbed a towel hanging on a hook to wipe perspiration from his forehead. His body buzzed with endorphins, his muscles burning pleasantly. The unique sense of calm he got from the martial art spread through him. “I’m getting there. It’s a big place. It will take a while to furnish it.”

      “I thought you hired some fancy designer.”

      “I did. She just did the living room and dining room and kitchen though. And the master bedroom. I bought some stuff for my office myself.”

      The twenty-eighth floor, thirty-four hundred square foot condo in Chicago’s Gold Coast neighborhood had more rooms than he knew what to do with.

      “I actually didn’t mean physically empty.” Sensei followed him to the huge kitchen where Jack pulled bottles of water from the Sub-Zero refrigerator that matched the cupboards. “I meant spiritually.”

      Jack handed the older man a bottle of water and gave him a look, the corners of his mouth lifting slightly. “So you’re saying I’m spiritually empty?”

      Sensei held his gaze, unperturbed. “The journey never ends.”

      “Do not call me grasshopper.”

      “You mock me, but I know you respect the foundations of Aikido. You are not spiritually empty, but you still have some work to do on qualities such as humility.” He lifted one eyebrow.

      Jack shrugged. “Okay, I can be a little arrogant once in a while.”

      “Self knowledge is important.” Sensei nodded. “I just meant that your home is missing a sense of soul tranquility. Peace, harmony and purity.”

      “I’m at peace.”

      “The western word for that is…bullshit.”

      Jack laughed.

      “It feels empty, as in lonely.”

      Jack pursed his lips. “I’m not lonely.” He wasn’t. Not exactly.

      “Of course you aren’t. Now, show me this rooftop patio you spoke of.”

      Sensei was the only person in the world who knew the real Jack, right to his core. The only person he shared certain things with. He’d met Sensei soon after moving to California, when Jack’s head had been epically fucked up and he’d been looking for some way to learn self-defense skills. And, if he was honest, a way to kick some ass. But Aikido had turned into so much more than that for him, and Sensei’s influence had been profound. He’d taught Jack patience and self-discipline, taught him to apply the basic tenants of valor, truth, honor and loyalty to his life outside the dojo. Sensei had been there for him, more of a father than his alcoholic uncle had ever been, even though Uncle Denny had taken in him and Emma, his little sister, after their parents’ death.

      If it hadn’t been for Nozumo Sensei, Jack wasn’t sure he’d have survived.

      Jack led the way across the wide expanse of gleaming hardwood, through a set of French doors into a corner room with windows on two walls, and then out another door onto the rooftop patio. Beyond the edge of the building, the lights of Chicago’s downtown skyscrapers sparkled in hues of blue and gold and white against a deep purple sky. His new condo had downtown and lake views, and he loved them both. The cityscape never failed to energize him and inspire him, while lake views served to calm and center him.

      They stepped out onto the patio, and the frigid March wind blasted them. Sensei stood there and looked around the dark space, at the barren concrete and brick wall that edged it, and the small clay pot containing a dead palm tree. He turned with a raised eyebrow. “I suppose there’s potential here.”

      Jack smiled. “Oh come on. There’s unlimited potential. It’s a blank canvas.”

      Sensei nodded. “True. For the right artist. Someone with vision.”

      “I have vision.”

      Sensei gave him a sly smile. “That you do, Jack. That you do.” He turned again and walked to the left, to take in the lake view even though it was dark. The wind tossed his black and silver hair. “You’ve come a long way.”

      Jack followed, nodding. “I know. And I know how much I owe you for this.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “You helped me know myself,” Jack said in a low voice. “And believe in myself. And that’s the greatest gift of all.”

      “You give me too much credit. You’re the one who fought back. You set goals and you worked hard for them.”

      A strange wistful feeling rose up inside Jack. “But you know this isn’t my real goal, don’t you?” He swept an arm out. “This expensive condo. The Jaguar. The trips. The parties. The business success. These aren’t the goals.”

      Sensei turned compassionate eyes on him. “Western culture is built on greed and egotism.”

      “Do you think I should give all this up? That I should live in a shack?”

      Sensei smiled. “Of course not. The outer trappings aren’t what make the man. You can live in luxury as long as you remember who you really are and where you came from.”

      Jack nodded somberly. “But you know this isn’t what I’ve been working for.”

      “I know.” A hint of worry flickered in Sensei’s eyes. “You think the outer trappings will prove to people that you are worthy. But it’s what’s inside you that truly matters.”

      “I know that. But it’s not just having all this. It’s what I’ve done to get here, what I’ve accomplished.”

      Sensei nodded. “Yes. I just hope…”

      “I know. You’re worried it won’t happen. You’re worried about me if it doesn’t.”

      “You are a strong, determined man, Jack. I believe in you. But people change.”

      Jack knew what he was worried about. Jack had had his own doubts over the years. But he had to believe. One of the many things he’d learned from martial arts was patience, but even he couldn’t wait forever.

      “I’m ready.” His gut clenched.

      Sensei gave him that look, the faint smile and the penetrating gaze that could see inside him. “Only you can know,” he said. “Let’s go back in. It’s colder than a penguin’s pecker out here.”
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      “How was the date on Friday?”

      Sasha looked at Kevin blearily over her Monday morning cup of coffee. She and Kevin hadn’t crossed paths all weekend. He’d been in bed by the time she got home Friday night. They’d both worked part of Saturday and had gone different directions Saturday night, which in Kevin’s case meant he hadn’t gotten home until Sunday, and she’d gone to her parents’ place for Sunday dinner.

      “Never mind my date—you must have had a good one Saturday night.” She lifted one eyebrow and sipped her coffee.

      “Meh. It was okay.”

      “Who was she?”

      “Some chick I met at the gym.”

      “Oookay. That doesn’t sound like the beginning of a beautiful relationship.”

      “Probably not.” He grimaced and rubbed his stubbled face. Damn, he was gorgeous. And yet…nothing. No flutter. No heat. Just affection.

      “I have to go.” She rose to put her mug in the dishwasher. “I have that meeting with a potential client this morning.”

      “Ah. Good luck.”

      “Thanks.”

      She was both impressed and not impressed that this client had his assistant call and book the appointment. He must be a busy man, which probably meant successful and hopefully rich enough to want a big landscaping project done, but anyone who was sincerely interested in their property and gardens would be investigating and calling landscape designers himself. Wouldn’t he? Unless he was super duper rich in which case, hell yeah, she was on her way. She assumed there was no wife in the picture, or if there was, Sasha imagined a pampered trophy wife.

      She’d dressed with this meeting in mind. Sometimes if she was going to be at a job site she wore jeans or, in the summer, shorts and boots, because she often jumped in and helped dig a hole for a tree or move some rocks. But today she wanted to look professional, so she wore a pants suit—wide-legged trousers and a fitted jacket, all in navy blue, with a snug white T-shirt beneath. Today she went with heels, since she didn’t care if Mr. Rich and Busy Businessman was short or tall or gave a damn about her towering over him.

      The address she’d been given should have clued her in about his financial status, since it was a Gold Coast high rise with an impressive, elegant lobby. She entered through brass and glass doors and walked across a floor of different kinds of stone laid in an intricate pattern of beige and taupe. The stocky, gray-haired security guy smiled at her as she approached the desk. “Hi. I have a meeting here in number twenty-eight hundred. With Ines Moges.”

      “Sasha Bandel?”

      “That’s right.”

      “You can take one of those elevators. Enter this code in the keypad. It will be car A.”

      “Thank you.” She accepted the paper from him, entered the code into the keypad and waited for the elevator, studying the loveseat and two armchairs on a patterned carpet. A low dark wood coffee table centered the arrangement and end tables held ceramic lamps. Her gaze fell on the art on the wall, a large painting by a local artist she had met through her parents. It had to be worth a small fortune.

      The elevator was equally luxurious, the doors oak, the interior mirrored at the back, the sides papered in creamy embossed wallpaper. The doors slid silently shut and oddly, there were no buttons whatsoever inside the elevator. It went straight to the twenty-eighth floor and the doors opened directly into the foyer of the condo.

      She stepped out cautiously, looking around for Ines and blinking at the incredible residence. A long narrow foyer with a suede-upholstered bench along one wall led into the condo unit. The elevator doors slid closed behind her and she took a couple of steps, her heels clicking on Brazilian hardwood.

      “Hello!” she called.

      She continued down the foyer toward a light-filled room and paused at the entrance to the living room. The wall in front of her was nearly all windows—huge, square windows framed with dark wood, set apart by square columns of white, looking out over Lake Michigan which was a stunning blue this clear, crisp day. On her right sat a large dark wood dining table circled with chairs, and on her left a curved white couch fit into the far corner, flanked by end tables. Two beige tub chairs faced it with a low coffee table between them.

      “Hello!” she called again to the seemingly empty apartment. “Ines? I’m here. It’s Sasha Bandel.”

      Footsteps sounded from a hallway on her right and she turned, a professional smile in place. But the woman she expected to appear didn’t. Instead, a man emerged from the hallway.

      Jack.

      Every molecule of air left her body, leaving her dazed and breathless. Her heart skipped a beat and then leaped into a rapid percussion in her chest. Heat swept from her hairline down her face and chest, all the way to her toes.

      “Sasha,” he murmured. “You’re here.”

      She blinked. “I…I don’t understand. Ines…”

      “Is my assistant. She booked the appointment with you.”

      She could only stare at him. It had been twelve years since she’d seen him. Not counting the photos on the Internet. (Not that she Google stalked him or anything.) But the pictures didn’t show the full scope of how he’d changed in twelve years, from a tall, lanky eighteen-year-old boy to a mature, imposing man. He was still lean, but his body had filled out, his shoulders broader and more muscled than she remembered. He might even have grown another inch or two above six feet. It wasn’t just his substantial physical presence that made him so imposing though. He now radiated an air of control and authority that had every nerve ending in her body tingling.

      He leaned one shoulder against the wall, arms folded. He wore a black golf shirt of a heavy, expensive-looking knit fabric that hugged his shoulders but hung loose over his flat abdomen, and light beige pants. His dark, almost black hair fell across his forehead and his deep-set dark eyes studied her the same way she was looking at him.

      “I didn’t realize…” He was the wealthy businessman who was too busy to make his own appointments? She seemed to be at a bit of a loss for words.

      “I asked her not to tell you who you were meeting with.”

      She frowned. “Why not?”

      He straightened and moved closer. “Because I was afraid you wouldn’t come.”

      She shook her head slowly. “I wouldn’t have.” She took a step backward. He came closer still. “I should go.” She turned back to the elevator but the doors had closed. She searched for a button but saw none.

      “No, wait, Sasha. Let’s talk.”

      She gaped at him. “Let’s talk?” After what he’d done to her, after the way things had ended between them, after how just seeing him made a hot wave of shame wash over her, he wanted to talk? “I don’t think so.” She slapped her hand on the wall, trying to find a way to summon the elevator.

      “Yes, talk.” The firm command in his quiet voice made her pause. She didn’t look at him though, her gaze fixed on the carved oak elevator door. A shiver ran over her skin. “Come on, Sasha. Come in and sit down and let’s talk business.”

      “Business.”

      “Yes.”

      She closed her eyes. Maybe she was making too big a deal of this. It had been a long time. She was over all that. And she did need business, that was for sure. Get a grip, Sasha. Act cool.

      “Fine.” She turned to face him, and he was close enough that she had to tip her head back to look at his face, even in her heels. “I heard you were back in Chicago.”

      He nodded, a smile touching his mouth. “I am.”

      Her heart continued to do crazy things in her chest, somersaulting and missing beats in a way that made breathing difficult.

      “And I heard you are one of the best landscape designers in the city.”

      She shook her head. “Uh, no. Hardly.”

      “That’s what I heard.” He shoved his hands into his front pockets and his shoulders lifted a little, emphasizing their strength. “And I believe it.”

      She continued to gaze at him, her eyes moving over him, taking in every detail—the same square jaw but stronger, harder, the same eyes but now inscrutable. Talk about a poker face. No way would she sit down at a table with him. As a teenager he’d been confident and charming, but now he exuded power and sexuality.

      He was exactly the kind of guy she stayed far away from—arrogant, aggressive, dominant.

      “Why would you believe it? You don’t even know me anymore.”

      His mouth curved into a smile. “I know you well enough to believe that whatever you do in life, you’d do it well.”

      His words of praise confused her. She felt as if someone had given her head a hard shake and scrambled her brain. Once more, her gaze wandered over his face. She could hardly believe she was standing there in the same room with him after all this time. Her chest tightened and she swallowed hard. “Why, Jack? What’s going on?”

      “It’s perfectly simple, Sasha. I want you to design a rooftop garden for my new condo.” He swept out a hand.

      “A rooftop garden.” Just saying the words gave her a tiny thrill. In her relatively short career as a landscape designer, she’d done a number of rooftop gardens. They were becoming very popular in Chicago and presented unique challenges and amazing creative opportunities. She’d gotten a bit of a reputation for her rooftop gardens, and she’d tried to capitalize on that and promote herself as being a specialist in that small category of jobs. She loved designing them.

      “Yes. Would you like to see?”

      She didn’t move. Her feet felt stuck to the floor and her legs trembled a little. She wanted to press a hand to her banging heart, but that would be a definite tell. If she was playing poker. But in a way, this felt like a game, and the stakes felt high even though she had no idea what was going on.

      A job? Really?

      “Sasha?”

      She met his eyes and she shouldn’t have, because his gaze drew her in, snaring her, rendering her helpless. Her body went soft and warm, her breathing shallow. “Yes. I’d like to see it.”

      She managed to take a step forward, and then another. Sunlight filled the entire room through all the windows, illuminating the wood floor, and he led her to a set of French doors on the left. He opened one and then stepped back so she could precede him out onto the roof.

      Wisps of clouds feathered the blue sky above Lake Michigan on one side of the patio, and on the other, downtown skyscrapers created a jagged, gleaming vista that was beautiful in its own way. This city was her home and had been pretty much her entire life, and she loved it.

      She turned her attention from the stunning view to the roof itself. The space was large and completely open. The only attempt at landscaping was a shriveled brown palm tree in a clay pot. The bare cement space felt cold and barren. Literally cold, with the wind whipping over them from Lake Michigan.

      “The first thing to do would be to put up some barriers from the wind,” she said, without looking at him.

      “But you can’t obscure the view.”

      She glanced at him, unwilling to look him in the eyes again. “No. Not all of it. Clearly you want to take advantage of that. I guess it’s nice at night too, with the skyline lit up.”

      “You’ll come back and see it at night.”

      It wasn’t a request. And it made her shiver. “No.” Their eyes met. “I can’t work for you, Jack.”

      “Why not?” He frowned.

      “You know why not!”

      Something flickered on his face. For a moment he said nothing. Then he said, “That was a long time ago, Sasha.”

      True. And just what she’d been telling herself. By refusing to work with him, she’d let on that it was still a big deal to her, even though it had been twelve years ago. She swallowed a sigh. “I suppose I could give you a quote.”

      “No.”

      Her forehead tightened. “No?”

      He shook his head. “No. I don’t need a quote. I just want to hire you.”

      She turned her head a bit, keeping her eyes fastened on his face. “Excuse me?”

      “I just want you.”

      And there was that flip in the pit of her stomach. That warm, slow roll of lust that she’d been waiting for, hoping for, with every man she dated. It made her eyes widen and her skin tingle everywhere. And it made her angry. She dropped her gaze.

      “That’s not a good way to do business,” she said, her voice clipped. “I’m sure you didn’t get where you are today by being so foolish.”

      “Foolish.”

      She thought he might be angry, but when she looked back at him, he was smiling and relaxed.

      “I’m not a fool, Sasha. Not anymore.”

      Their gazes met again in a meaningful exchange and she knew they were both thinking about the past. And once again, her heart hurt. He wasn’t the one who’d been a fool. That had been her.

      Her head felt too heavy for her neck, and she wanted to sit down. But there was nowhere to sit out here. “Jack…what’s going on?”

      He moved closer. She wore a suit, but he wore short sleeves, his tanned, muscled arms dusted with dark hair, veins tracing their way down the insides of his forearms. He had to be cold out here, but he didn’t look it. He looked hot. She swallowed again.

      “Let’s go inside. It’s chilly out here. We can talk more in there.”

      She again preceded him through the door. The warmth of the condo wrapped around her, along with a scent, something spicy and masculine. He closed the door behind him and led the way to the couch and chairs in the corner, surrounded by glass and light. He gestured and she took a seat in one of the tub chairs and crossed her legs.

      Jack sat on the curved white couch, and holy hell, he looked dark and dangerous like that. He’d had a heavy beard even as a teenager, and now wore a dark shadow of whiskers on his strong jaw. With his tanned skin, dark hair and eyes and black shirt, he had an almost wicked presence. Her pulse fluttered and she fought to stay calm and collected.

      “What’s going on?” Jack repeated her question. “I just bought this condo a few months ago when I moved back to Chicago. I want a garden out on the roof. Your name came up when I was checking out landscape designers. I looked at your website and like the work you’ve done. I want to hire you. That’s what’s going on.”

      Her body continued to vibrate with nerves. She stared at him. So this was just business. Really?

      “So where do we start?” He leaned back and crossed one ankle over the other knee.

      Start. Yes. Business. Her thoughts tumbled over each other, and heat climbed up her neck and face. How were they supposed to talk about business when he’d just reappeared in her life after twelve years, after what had happened between them? Were they supposed to ignore that, pretend it never happened? Act like strangers?

      They were strangers. Really. It had been so long they couldn’t know each other. They were no longer teenagers. She went with that thought and took a steadying breath.

      “Well,” she began. “We start with me getting a sense of what you want.” That didn’t sound right. She floundered a little, searching for more words. “Um. Your budget, of course.”

      He waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter what it costs.”

      She gaped at him. “You can’t do that.”

      He smiled. “Sure I can. Money is no object.”

      She knew he’d done well. Who didn’t? He wasn’t exactly a household name, but he’d created quite a stir in the business world when he’d moved his company to Chicago from San Jose about six months ago. A recent magazine article had dubbed him “Tech Boy Wonder”.

      “Um. Okay. Well then, I start with getting ideas of what you want. I do a feasibility study to make sure that structurally your patio can support whatever design elements you want. We talk about a time schedule. You approve that and then I work on concept development and preliminary designs and an estimate, which again you review and approve. We make changes if necessary. And then we start construction.”

      “Okay.”

      Once again she struggled. This was the weirdest business meeting she’d ever had. “So. Um. What do you want to use that space for?”

      He tipped his head. “I’m not sure. I haven’t lived here that long. Possibly entertaining, although I also want it to be a place I can relax. I love the views from up here.”

      “Do you have any pictures of spaces you like? Not even necessarily rooftop gardens, or even landscaping pictures, but interior spaces you like.” She looked around. “The style inside is very clean and modern. Should I assume you want that outside too?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. But comfortable. I want to kick back out there. Hey.” He jumped to his feet with the energy she remembered so well. “Let me show you the rest of the place. Maybe that will help.”

      She rose to her own feet more slowly. “Okay.”

      He spread his arms wide to indicate the big L-shaped space that was living room, dining room and kitchen, which she hadn’t really had a good look at. “This is the main living area. I like all the windows, of course. Come see the kitchen.”

      It was huge. Around the corner from the dining room in the L-shape, a long counter separated the kitchen from another wall of windows. Gleaming granite stretched the length of the counters on both sides of what was essentially a galley kitchen, the inside wall lined with maple cupboards and stainless-steel appliances.

      “You live here alone?” she asked, no pampered trophy wife in sight.

      “Yeah.” He paused, then said, “Here’s my office.” He led the way past the kitchen and through an arched doorway to another large room furnished simply with dark wood office furniture, more windows looking out onto the city view. She surveyed it for a moment before he turned and led her back to the kitchen. “Through this door is the hall. You can access it from here, or from the foyer.” Where he’d appeared when she’d entered his condo.

      “There are four bedrooms.” He led her down the hall. “One of them is a guest room. This is the master suite.”

      He stepped into his bedroom.

      She hesitated. Her heart jumped into her throat at the idea of going into Jack’s bedroom with him.
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      Jack watched Sasha hovering in the door of his bedroom.

      Christ, she was gorgeous. His heart had been hammering against his ribs from the moment Tim had called up from the lobby to tell him Sasha was on her way. When he’d seen her standing there in his foyer, looking hesitant and beautiful and holy fuck, Sasha, he’d lost his breath. She was there. Right in front of him. Live, in the flesh, after all these years.

      Her smooth fall of honey-blonde hair still fell below her shoulders. Her amazing light blue eyes flickered constantly, looking everywhere but at him. Her fingers kept toying with the strap of the big leather purse hanging over her shoulder, and he was sure she wasn’t even aware of that. She’d always been so easy to read, and much as she tried to act cool, he could see her discomfort.

      She took a step into his bedroom and, once again, he had a surreal moment. Sasha was in his bedroom. Every cell in his body shouted for him to touch her. He clenched his hands into fists and struggled for calm.

      It seemed as if she kind of hated him.

      He’d thought about every possibility and yeah, this had been one of them. So fine, this would just be about business. For now.

      She studied the room with quick glances left and right and then nodded. He liked his bedroom, the simple wood headboard of the bed, the dark green duvet and upholstery on a small loveseat and chair in the corner, the clean lines of the fireplace. The matte sage green walls created an intimate feel. He gave a mental shrug at the pair of athletic socks crumpled on the floor in front of a wicker hamper and the sweatpants lying over the arm of the chair. Another door led from the bedroom to the patio though, and he wanted her to see that.

      “Come over here.” He walked across the hardwood floor and opened the door to show her the access to the patio.

      He sensed the tension vibrating through her as she passed him to walk out onto the patio again. “This is nice. There’s enough room out here for two separate spaces.”

      “Yeah, I guess there is.” He could see her mind working, the creative process. She’d always been creative and had always loved being outside.

      She nodded and they walked back through his bedroom to the hall. “Are all four bedrooms decorated?” she asked.

      “No.” His gut clenched. “No need to see them all. The only other rooms are the media room and my dojo.”

      She didn’t seem overly impressed with the whole thing, but then, why would she? She’d grown up in a Barrington mansion, her father a hugely successful businessman in Chicago. None of this was anything new to her. He’d felt intimidated by the home she’d grown up in, and he’d always known her parents didn’t think he was good enough for her. He wasn’t bitter about that. Anymore.

      She turned to him with eyebrows raised. “Dojo?”

      He shrugged. “Yeah. I wanted a place to work out and practice my Aikido.”

      She tipped her head. “What is that?”

      “It’s a martial art. My Sensei from San Jose was here visiting just last week so he could see the dojo.”

      “Really?” Her eyebrows rose. “You must be very close to him.”

      “Yeah. I am.” He gave her a measured look. She had no idea how important Nozumo Sensei had been to him. “But that’s a story for another time.”

      She nodded.

      “Come and see the room,” he said, leading the way. He opened the door of the small workout room. She entered and took in the simple décor with a Japanese feel, the equipment neatly stored, the thick mats on the floor and a wall of mirrors.

      “So that gives you an idea of what I like. Let’s go sit down and talk more. I’ll make us some coffee.”

      She nodded, blinking, clutching her purse.

      In his kitchen, he gestured for her to take a seat on one of the stools at the long stretch of counter while he made coffee. Silence built around them. He knew she was looking around, and he could feel her agitation, all the questions building up inside her. Fuck. He didn’t want her to be scared of him. He had to tread carefully here.

      He opened a cupboard and took out a package of cookies and slid some onto a plate. He glanced at her as he did so and her eyes widened when she saw the package. They were expensive cookies imported from France, and they’d been her favorite as a teenager. Back then, he’d gone to buy some for her and he’d been horrified to find out how expensive they were. For an eighteen-year-old kid with a part-time job that barely gave him enough money to take Sasha out on dates, spending that much on a package of fancy cookies had seemed obscene.

      Her eyes flew up to meet his, and he kept his face neutral as he offered her a cookie. She hesitated then reached for one.

      He poured coffee into a mug and added a splash of cream, then passed it to her. He could tell she noticed he’d given her the coffee just the way she liked it without even asking. He poured his own mug of black coffee and then leaned his elbows on the counter, bent at the waist. “So. Where do we start?”

      She pressed her full lips together and dropped her gaze in a way that made him instantly aroused. He closed his own eyes briefly.

      “I really don’t think I can do this,” she said quietly.

      “You have to.” Once again their eyes met and he held her gaze steadily. “You have to,” he repeated softly. “I want you to do it.”

      Her throat worked as she swallowed and she took a quick sip of her coffee. “I brought my iPad to show you my portfolio.” She shook her head. “You haven’t even seen it.”

      “Show me. I’d love to see it.”

      She pulled her tablet out of the big purse she’d been hanging onto as if it was a life preserver and she was floundering in the ocean. While she turned it on, he talked more. “I want it to feel like an outdoor room,” he continued. “With comfortable furniture. Lots of plants, obviously, although I have no idea what. Apparently you can even put trees on rooftops.” He smiled and shrugged. “Maybe a fireplace. Some kind of sound system for listening to music. I don’t know.”

      Her eyes flickered again as she swiped her finger across the screen and pulled up some images.

      “I’ll come around there,” he said and walked around the end of the counter to pull up a stool beside her. He leaned in closer to view the screen and the scent of her hair rose to his nostrils. It wasn’t a familiar scent. She obviously used different shampoo now than she had twelve years ago. But it was an alluring scent, a warm mix of vanilla and coconut. It filled his head and made him dizzy.

      “This one has a dining area,” she said, her voice breathy. “Along with a cooking area. The grill is built-in with a refrigerator and sink. That was for a couple who love to do outdoor grilling. I’m not sure if you’re into that.” She swiped and more images appeared, showing a gorgeous outdoor space.

      “I’m not that much into cooking. Although an outdoor grill would be good. I don’t need a whole kitchen out there though. I like the pots.” He pointed to simple, square pots that held trees and shrubs.

      “Here’s another one I did.” He took another breath of her scent as she talked, his body tightening.

      “Oh wow. That’s awesome.” He studied the image of what looked like a wooden deck but with skyscrapers in the background. Wicker furniture with thick padded cushions created seating and dining areas, and flowers spilled from wooden planter boxes. “I like that furniture too.”

      “I work with an outdoor furniture manufacturer. So I get good prices and it’s very high quality.”

      “Like I said, price doesn’t matter.”

      He felt the fine trembling of her body as he spoke near her ear.

      “This one also has a lily pond,” she noted.

      “A pond. Huh. I like that. Is it much work to maintain?”

      She shifted to glance at him. “If money’s no object, does that matter? You could hire someone to look after it. I offer landscaping services like lawn mowing, pruning trees and shrubs, weeding.”

      He too moved so he could see her face. “Do you do that work yourself?” he asked with a frown.

      The corners of her mouth lifted. “Not anymore. I did that when I was in college.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Uh…why?” Her father was filthy rich. Why had she been cutting grass?

      Her expression grew guarded. “I liked being outside. And I didn’t want to depend on my parents for everything.” She dragged her index finger across the screen again and changed the subject. “This one was a small space so we had to be economical with the design.”

      “Holy crap.” He studied the stunning image displayed. “What is that?”

      “Black bamboo, with some annual vines, lit from below.”

      The night picture looked amazing. Maybe it was the vaguely Oriental feel that he liked. “I love that.”

      “Okay.” She nodded. “Lighting for night is really important.”

      They went through more images, each impressing him more with her talent. Regardless of who she was, having her design his garden would not be a bad decision.

      “I gather you don’t have any furniture that you plan to use out there.” She shut down the tablet. “Any artwork? Pots for plants?”

      “Nothing.” He shrugged. “I had a patio at my place in San Jose, but I left what I had there. It was nothing special. I wanted to start fresh here.”

      She let out a long breath that sounded a little shaky and moved away from him.

      “So when can you start?” He resisted the urge to reach out and touch her hair, to see if it was as silky as he remembered, to touch her skin and see if it was as soft.

      “I can’t.” She shoved her iPad back into her purse and slid off the stool. She picked up her purse. “I really can’t.”

      “Just because it’s me?” He straightened.

      “Yes.” She sighed. “Let’s be honest. This is weird and uncomfortable.”

      He pursed his lips. “Not for me. I’m trying to hire the best landscape designer I know to do the job I want done.”

      “Well, it’s uncomfortable for me. I’m sorry. I’m sure you can find someone else to design your garden.”

      She headed toward the elevator, but when she arrived there she still couldn’t find the button to call it. Hiding a smile, he followed her and pressed the button for the lobby on the discreet keypad on the side of the doorframe. Maybe he could hold her prisoner there for a while, but that might not be the best idea right now. Also, it was slightly illegal and he didn’t want any more trouble with her parents.

      The elevator door slid silently open and she stepped in and turned to face him. He braced one arm on the side of the door, holding it open with his other hand. “You’re even more beautiful now,” he said quietly to her. Her cheeks pinkened and her long eyelashes fluttered. “It’s been good to see you again. Would you at least think about taking this job? Take as much time as you want. If you’re busy, I can wait.”

      “I’m not…” Her lips pressed together again and a faintly desperate look filled her eyes. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Thank you. Here.” He handed her one of his business cards, then stepped back and let the door slide shut.

      She was gone. He stayed leaning against the wall for a long moment, then pushed off and wandered into his living room to stand in front of one of the windows, staring out without really seeing the cityscape spread before him. He couldn’t help but be disappointed. But then he really hadn’t expected anything more. At least she’d agreed to think about it. There was still hope.

      

      Sasha leaned against the elevator wall, her legs weak and her entire body trembling. She clutched the glossy black business card in shaky fingers and her heart hammered, leaving her breathless. Oh. Dear. God. She pushed hair back off her hot face.

      How could he still have such an effect on her after all these years? It was crazy. He was just a man.

      Just a man. That was crazy. A strained laugh rose in her throat. He was so handsome. Aggressively masculine. Sexually compelling.

      Sasha walked almost blindly to where she’d parked her car on a nearby side street. Inside, she sat there for a moment, getting her bearings. Okay. She had work to do today. She needed to get to her office and focus on the tasks that needed to be done. She had to not think about Jack Grenville.

      But that was not so easy. He’d invaded her head, taken over her thoughts, brought back all those swirling emotions from her teenage years. He made her insides tighten and her mind spin in useless circles.

      She entered her small West Jackson Boulevard office and waved at Flo who was talking on the phone. She walked through the front reception area to her own office and dropped her purse on her desk. She covered her warm cheeks with her hands.

      Jack.

      She’d been so in love with him. She’d only been sixteen, and so many times she’d told herself that even if the disaster hadn’t happened, she and Jack would never have lasted forever. Teenage romances rarely led to lasting long-term relationships. But she could tell herself that a million times and it didn’t diminish the intensity of her feelings for him, and it seemed like those feelings had imprinted themselves as a permanent part of her psyche, something that would stay with her forever.

      And yet, those feelings were also accompanied by a huge measure of shame and guilt. And even fear. She’d been nervous around him, alone in his condo.

      She lowered herself into the black leather chair behind her desk.

      She’d told him she’d think about taking that job, but they both knew she wasn’t going to. How could she?

      Then her mind flip flopped on her and asked—why couldn’t she? He was nearly a stranger to her now. What had happened between them had been a long time ago and if they could both ignore it, she could have a job that would pay a lot of money. Which she really, really needed. But she had other jobs in the works. She had an appointment that afternoon to look at a residential job out in Lake Forest. They were also in the midst of a good-sized project that would bring in some money once it was completed, which should hopefully be soon. So she tried to put Jack’s proposition out of her head and focus on work.

      The appointment out in Lake Forest went well, but they were also asking for proposals from a couple of other designers, so it wasn’t a done deal by any means. She went to check on progress at another site, a small residential job landscaping the front yard, only to find that the nursery hadn’t delivered the bedding plants and shrubs that were supposed to be there today. That was followed by more phone calls, trying to find out what had happened and when the delivery would take place. By the time she got home that night it was nearly seven o’clock and her shoulders had knotted up. Tension climbed the back of her neck to her scalp and her temples throbbed.

      She walked in to the delicious smell of garlic and oregano. Kevin was in the kitchen cooking, wearing a black sleeveless, full-skirted dress with a flowery apron over it. “Hey. Just in time. I was about to eat without you.”

      “New dress?” She looked him over.

      “Yeah. And shoes. Check them out. I found a pair of black kitten heels that were big enough.”

      “Cute.”

      Kevin’s cross-dressing had taken her aback when he’d told her about it. When he’d offered her the chance to move in with him and share the rent, he’d thought he owed it to her to be honest about that. She was mostly curious and they’d had a good conversation about it, and even though she didn’t totally get it, she’d accepted it as part of him. And when he told her how his parents had freaked out and kicked him out of the house when they’d discovered he liked to wear girls’ clothes sometimes, that was probably why she’d felt a connection with him.

      “That smells sooo good.” She nearly moaned. “I’m starving. I just realized I forgot to eat lunch.”

      “That’s not like you.” He loved to tease her about her love of food and eating, especially sweets. He gave her a sharp glance. “You feeling okay?”

      “Actually…no.”

      “What’s the matter? Coming down with something?”

      “No. I need a glass of wine.”

      “Got a nice Cab right here.” He handed her a glass from a cupboard and she sloshed the ruby-colored liquid into it.

      “Thanks.”

      “So what’s up?”

      She pursed her lips and tapped her fingers on the granite counter. “I saw Jack today.”

      “Jack who?”

      “Jack, my high school boyfriend.”

      Kevin’s head whipped around to stare at her. “You’re shitting me. The guy you…uh…”

      “Yup. I shit you not.” Her lips quirked and she sipped her wine. She’d told Kevin a little about what had happened way back then, when he’d been brave enough to tell her about his own unconventional quirks, but she hadn’t told him everything. “He’s back in Chicago.”

      “Where’d you see him?”

      “Actually…” She ran her fingertip around the thin edge of her glass. “He offered me a job.”

      Kevin gaped at her. “A job? Landscaping?”

      “Yeah. He just bought a condo and he wants to develop the rooftop into a garden.”

      “Oh wow. A rooftop garden. You love doing those.”

      “I do.” She nodded glumly. “But I won’t be doing that one.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s Jack. Oh God, Kevin, I totally freaked out. It was awful.”

      “Freaked out? How? Jesus, Sasha, spill it.”

      She told him about the phone call from Jack’s assistant and how she’d shown up there and been so stunned to learn it was Jack. She told him about the fact that Jack had said budget wasn’t an issue and how gorgeous the condo was and all the possibilities for the rooftop space. And how she’d turned him down.

      “So…” Kevin stirred a pot of simmering tomato sauce. “Let me get this straight. You turned down a money-is-no-object job when you’re desperate for work?”

      She gulped more wine. “When you put it that way, it sounds stupid.”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      She tapped her fingers on the counter again and Kevin lifted an eyebrow. “You’re really agitated by seeing him again, aren’t you?”

      “Not at all.”

      He snorted. “Here. Have more wine. You guzzled that down so fast I’m surprised you didn’t choke.”

      She couldn’t help but smile as he filled her glass again.

      “So what’s bothering you so much? You two were just kids when you were going out. It can’t be that big a deal.”

      “It shouldn’t be that big a deal,” she admitted. “But my heart started pounding and my hands got all sweaty and my mind just went blank.”

      “Huh.” He eyed her. “He must be quite the stud.”

      Jack appeared in her mind’s eye, all dark and scruffy-jawed and intense, and she shivered. She wiped her hand across her mouth and met Kevin’s eyes. “I don’t know what it is,” she croaked. “He terrifies me.”

      Kevin frowned. “Did he try something? ’Cause I’ll go kick his ass…”

      “No.” She held up a hand. For just a flash, the idea of Kevin in his dress and kitten heels, kicking Jack’s ass amused her, but she shook her head. “He didn’t try anything. He was a perfect gentleman. But…persistent. Assertive. That he wants me to work for him, I mean.”

      Kevin slowly shook his head. “Maybe you should. You need the money.”

      “There’ll be other jobs. I looked at one this afternoon that I’m going to do up a proposal for. Big mansion in Lake Forest. And I have a couple more possibilities this week.”

      “Okay.” Kevin turned back to the stove and lifted a steaming pot of pasta to drain it in the sink. “Dinner’s ready.”

      Moments later they sat down to plates of big chewy rigatoni tubes topped with spicy tomato sauce.

      “So do you want to tell me the rest of what happened with you and Jack back in high school that is still making you such a wreck?”

      “Do I have to?”

      Kevin almost looked hurt. “No. Of course not. I just thought you might want to talk about it.”

      She bent her head. “Maybe talking about it would help. But it’s kind of awful. I was a stupid kid.”

      “Somehow I doubt that. But hey, we all do stupid things when we’re young. Lord knows I did.”

      She shot him a sympathetic smile, because he’d shared some of those stupid things with her. And they weren’t really stupid, but they’d certainly gotten a bad reaction from people. If anyone would understand, it was Kevin.

      “I told you that my parents had caught us…making out,” she began.

      “Mmm. And they freaked out. Seems like an overreaction, but whatever, I suppose they were concerned about their little girl’s virginity.”

      “It was way too late for that. Jack and I had done the deed months before that happened.”

      “Did they know that though?”

      “I’m not sure. My parents weren’t exactly the type to have open discussions about sex. My mom gave me some books to read and that was about it.”

      He paused and his eyes met hers. “Did you get pregnant? Is that what happened?”
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      After Sasha left his condo, Jack drove to his office in a high rise just off Michigan Avenue. Anzen Security had settled nicely into their new digs. Most of the staff had accompanied them on the move, but there’d been a few people who’d elected to stay in California, so they’d been busy hiring replacement staff and getting them trained and up to speed. Things were humming along once again and Jack thanked the Lord every day that his best friend and business partner Adam had been agreeable to moving to Chicago. Born and raised in California, it wouldn’t have been surprising if he’d wanted to stay on the coast, but as it turned out he’d just had a messy break up with his girlfriend and was happy to get away.

      “Hey, dude,” Adam greeted him. “How’d the meeting go?”

      “Not satisfactory.”

      “Whoa. How so?”

      “She turned me down.” He hadn’t told Adam who Sasha was to him, only that he was meeting a landscape designer.

      Adam’s mouth fell open. “What? Turned you down? Isn’t it supposed to work the other way around? They want the work and you decide if you’re going to hire them?”

      Jack laughed. “Right, right. Okay, what’s happening with Michigan Trust?”

      “We set up a meeting with them next week.”

      “Perfect. What are they looking for?”

      “End-to-end encryption, email encryption, key management.”

      “Perfect.”

      “We have a meeting in five minutes. To discuss the offer from Clary.”

      Jack grimaced. “Great. This isn’t going to go well.”

      “Very possibly. Grant is pretty invested in this job.”

      “And I have to tell him we can’t do it.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “Yeah. I’ve been doing the math on every possible scenario.”

      “It’s tough to turn down a big project like that.”

      “Tell me about it. Let’s go.”

      Executive meetings at Anzen were pretty casual. A few of the team were already lounging in the black leather chairs that surrounded the long, light maple table in the boardroom when Jack and Adam walked in. The wall of windows faced another skyscraper, the sun reflecting off glass back into their boardroom.

      “Hey, guys.” Jack slid into a chair where his laptop already sat waiting for him. “How was your weekend?”

      They made some small talk while they waited for others to arrive and Jack pulled up the spreadsheet he needed, studying it, although he pretty much knew every number in it.

      “Okay,” Jack finally began when everyone was there, seated, cups of coffee or cans of Coke in front of them. “We need to talk about this Clary proposal.”

      Grant grinned. “They accepted our proposal.”

      “Yeah,” Jack said. “But we need to have another look at whether it’s feasible for us.”

      Grant frowned. “What the fuck? Of course it is. This is a major project.”

      “I crunched some more numbers.” Jack hated to do this to Grant. “I’m not so sure.”

      “Come on!” Grant laid his palms flat on the table. “I worked my ass off on that proposal!”

      “I know you did,” Jack said evenly. “And you know I’m not one to shy away from taking a risk. But this…there are too many factors that make it unacceptably risky. Yeah, we’d make a decent margin after the direct expenses and costs, but the net dollars after factoring in our time to get the project up and running and then maintain it just won’t work for us.” With a glance at his laptop screen, he reeled off some of the projections he’d done.

      Grant stared at him, and everyone else shifted in their chairs, casting sideways glances at each other. Then Grant focused his gaze on Adam. “Do you agree?” he demanded.

      Adam, thank Christ, didn’t even hesitate. “Yeah. I do. Look, things changed in the market since they put out that RFP. We have to keep in mind how the economy is impacting our customers. Ultimately, they’re the driving force behind our business.”

      “I fucking know that.” Grant slumped back in his chair.

      “I know this is hard,” Jack said. “It’s painful to pass up a job like that, but it won’t generate enough profit to make it worthwhile. Sometimes it’s better for the bottom line to walk away from a big sale.”

      He fucking hated the look on Grant’s face. He was a smart guy, hardworking and talented.

      “You did a great job on the proposal,” Jack said to him. “Now let’s move on.”

      Grant’s mouth tightened and his narrow-eyed gaze met Jack’s. Jack held his stare unflinchingly.

      He was in charge. He made the decisions. Tough as they were sometimes, this was his business.

      Grant gave a short nod, and they moved on to other business.

      Jack stayed at the office late that night, as he often did, and found himself staring at the illuminated windows of the neighboring office building. He loved his work and he’d busted his ass to make this business successful. Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined that he’d be worth twenty million bucks at thirty years old. It had been a helluva fun ride.

      But tonight, for some reason, he found himself wishing he had a reason to leave the office at a decent time. Someone to go home to, rather than that big, beautiful empty condo.

      Huh. Sensei had been right. Maybe he was a little lonely.

      He had lots of people in his life. He was back in the same city as his sister. He had Adam and other friends. He had no trouble finding dates or women to even just hook up with when he wanted. He’d never considered himself lonely before. There’d always been that feeling that his single life was a temporary thing and one day he was going to do the traditional thing and find a girl and maybe get married and have kids. And when he imagined his life like that, the girl he married was always the same.

      Sasha.

      Now that she’d been in his condo it was so easy to imagine her there, waiting for him to come home.

      Sometimes he questioned his sanity. She’d been sixteen when they’d been together. Sensei was right. People did change. He’d changed. Sort of. In some ways. But in other ways, he felt like he was exactly the same person he’d been back then at eighteen. He knew more now, and in that classic wish, wished he’d known then what he knew now. Things might have been different. No, things would have been different.

      He shut down his computer and left the empty, quiet office, taking the elevator down to the parking garage where he’d left his Jag. When he pulled out of the garage and onto the street, he automatically turned left to head for home. But then suddenly he changed his mind. He found a place to make a U-turn and went the opposite direction, away from the Gold Coast and toward Bucktown.

      It hadn’t been difficult to find out where Sasha lived. He knew quite a few details about her. And this wasn’t the first time he’d driven past the duplex house she lived in. Owned by one Kevin Chillen. That made his insides burn, that she was living with a guy, but his research had seemed to indicate that Sasha dated other men, so he was going on the premise that they were roommates. It still bugged him though.

      

      Sasha shook her head and stabbed another piece of pasta. “No. I didn’t get pregnant. I knew about safe sex. And Jack was responsible that way too. God.” She closed her eyes, remembering him back then. He had been responsible, with her, anyway, even though he’d been a bit of a bad boy at school. He’d had a tough life, with his parents dying and him and his little sister Emma having to move in with his bachelor uncle, who drank and partied a lot and wasn’t much of a parent. Jack had taken care of Emma and he’d taken care of Sasha, always, and she’d thought he loved her the same way she loved him.

      “My parents didn’t just catch us making out. They caught us…well, Jack had tied me up.”

      Kevin’s eyebrows rose, but he said nothing. Even though she was pretty sure he wouldn’t judge, she hesitated then forged on.

      “My parents were supposed to be away for the whole weekend, but they came home early because my mom wasn’t feeling well, and walked in on us. We were both naked, and I was tied up, and…” Her insides crawled with remembered embarrassment. “Jack covered me up. But then we couldn’t get the knots undone. It was such an epic disaster.”

      “Okay,” Kevin said slowly. “So, um, how did that come about? I gather you consented?”

      Her head dropped forward again. “I did consent, but that was my mistake. I don’t know why I did that. I guess I wanted to make Jack happy. We’d been trying different things…” How could she admit that she’d been excited about it? That she’d wanted it too. Embarrassment crawled beneath her skin. “Anyway, my parents freaked out, as you said. My dad just about had a heart attack and my mom was crying, and it was ugly.”

      Kevin met her eyes and gave her a small encouraging smile. “You know I’ve been there, doll.”

      “I know.” She gave him a wry smile in return and reached out to squeeze his hand. “I was really, really in love with him,” she continued, her voice going low as her throat tightened up. “I thought he felt the same about me. When my mom saw Jack hitting me—”

      “Wait, what?” Kevin held up a hand, frowning. “He was hitting you? You said he tied you up. What do you mean, he was hitting you?”

      “It wasn’t a big deal. Anyway, my mom went berserk. She wanted me to see a psychologist, and I did go a couple of times, but I didn’t want to talk about what had happened. I just wanted to forget it. Pretend it never happened. My mom made me volunteer at a shelter for abused women, and lectured me over and over about how I was better than that, and I didn’t need to put up with that, and that any guy who really loved me would never hurt me or do things like that to me.”

      Now Kevin’s mouth fell open. “Ah…”

      “She was afraid I had low self-esteem or something and I was going to turn into one of those women who ends up in abusive relationships and can’t leave. The women I saw at the shelter who ended up going back to their lowlife boyfriends or husbands.”

      “Abusive. Whoa. But…”

      She shook her head. “I know, I know, I don’t have self-esteem issues and that’s not going to happen. It was just an embarrassing mistake and I’ll never make it again.”

      “Sixteen is pretty young,” Kevin said slowly. “But, Sasha…” He stopped. She could tell he didn’t know what to say.

      Heat climbed from her chest into her face at reliving that humiliation.

      “Okay, back to the hitting thing,” Kevin said carefully. “What exactly do you mean by that? Was he hurting you? Was he abusing you?”

      She bit her lip and looked down at her now empty plate. “No. He was spanking me. It wasn’t really hurting me. I mean, it was, but not like he was…injuring me. Or beating me. But my mom interpreted it that way.”

      Kevin blinked. “Uh-huh. Okay.”

      “Are you shocked by this? You seem kind of surprised. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “No, no, I’m not shocked. But Sasha, honey, you’re kind of…naïve, aren’t you?”

      “What! Naïve? I am not!”

      He smiled. “It’s okay, doll. “

      “I’m twenty-eight years old. I’ve had sex and relationships. I’m not naïve!”

      “You have led a somewhat sheltered life. A lot of your boyfriends are guys your parents set you up with, carefully screened.”

      “Not anymore.” She pressed her lips together.

      “So, after that night you never saw Jack again, right?”

      “Right. He dropped out of school and left town. I was heartbroken. But I was also angry with him, for putting me in that position, and causing such an uproar with my family. Things were uncomfortable with my parents for…well, they still are,” she admitted. “They were disappointed in me, ashamed of me. I felt like I’d let them down. But they also blamed Jack. God, they hated his guts. He never did show his face around our home again, but if he would have…who knows what they would have done to him.”

      “So he just disappeared. Never even called you or emailed you?”

      “Nope. It was hard. But I survived.” She strained a smile. “I knew Jack had moved to California. Or at least the last few years he lived there. I don’t know if that’s where he went when he left here. He’s been hugely successful. He and another guy started some kind of Internet security company that’s apparently gigantic and worth gazillions of dollars. I also knew he was back in Chicago. It was in the news about six months ago that they were moving their headquarters here. But I never thought he’d contact me, and I sure wouldn’t have contacted him.”

      “So he’s filthy rich now.”

      “Apparently. You should see his condo! It’s amazing.”

      Kevin grinned. “And you’re not easily impressed, having grown up in the lap of luxury.”

      “Oh please. You make me sound like a spoiled princess.”

      His smile softened. “You’re not spoiled, doll, but you were a bit of a princess.”

      She frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “Your family is very protective of you. Your father, your brothers. They practically waterboarded me when you were moving in here.”

      “Oh, they did not!”

      “Pretty close.” But he grinned. “They’re pretty intense guys.”

      “Yeah, well now you know why,” she muttered. “It drives me crazy. Hey, do we have any ice cream?”

      “No. But we could go for a walk and get some.”

      “Okay! Anyway, that’s why I can’t work with Jack. Too much history. Painful history. And he makes me nervous.”

      “Well, you definitely shouldn’t work with him if you’re afraid of him, or think he might hurt you.”

      “What? No!” She slid her plate into the dishwasher and straightened to face Kevin, frowning. “That’s not why he makes me nervous. He would never hurt me.”

      “Then why are you nervous?”

      She bent her head and stared at the tile floor. “Because…I’m afraid of how he makes me feel.”

      “Well, that’s a whole different thing. Guess I’d need to meet him to see for myself.”

      “Well, that’s not going to happen. Let’s go get ice cream.”

      “Let me go change.”

      Kevin only wore women’s clothing around the house, and only around her. His guy friends didn’t know, and he rarely told girls he dated, after a couple of bad experiences.

      They walked to Sweet Licks, the little ice cream place around the corner. Even in March, it was busy, and they stepped into the warm, brightly lit shop to wait in line with all the other folks there for sweet treats.

      “Double or triple scoop?” Kevin eyed the menu. “Maybe ice cream and a milkshake?”

      She laughed and nudged him with her shoulder. “I’m not that bad! I think a single scoop will do it, after all that pasta I ate.”

      “I have no idea why you don’t weigh two hundred pounds.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know either. Just lucky I guess. One day it’ll catch up with me.” She too studied the menu. Hmmm. “Almond coconut,” she read aloud. “Cinnamon banana.”

      “Chocolate cashew.”

      She shot him a disgusted look. “You know I hate chocolate.”

      “I know.” He grinned. “Which is weird considering your sweet tooth and the fact that you like every other kind of sweet known to man.”

      “Almond coconut,” she decided, ignoring him.

      “I think I’ll have…peanut butter chocolate chip.”

      They waited until it was their turn, and everything looked so good, when it was her turn to order she impulsively asked for a triple scoop. Kevin slanted her an amused glance as he placed his order. “It’s on me,” he said, as she reached for her purse.

      “Thanks, bud.”

      Moments later they turned around holding their cones, and came face to face with…Jack.

      She stopped dead and her lips partedf. Their eyes met. And held. He smiled.

      “Sasha. Hi.”

      She couldn’t even speak. Once again, her pulse spiked and her skin heated everywhere. “What are you doing here?” she asked stupidly.

      “Getting ice cream. What else?” His gaze shifted to Kevin. “Hi. I’m Jack Grenville.” He extended a hand.

      Kevin’s eyes widened but his poker-playing skills served him well as he kept his expression friendly and neutral. He shifted his ice cream cone to the other hand and shook Jack’s. “Kevin Chillen. Sasha’s roommate.”

      “Good to meet you. So what kind of ice cream is good here?”

      She still gaped at him, then hastily licked a drip of ice cream from her cone. Jack watched her. His eyes went hot watching her tongue. And then she burned all over. Oh my damn.

      Kevin filled him in on their choices, all casual and friendly, while she stood there numbly licking her ice cream cone so it didn’t melt and run all down her hand.

      Cripes. What was he doing here? A couple inches taller than Kevin, he looked badass in a super-soft black leather jacket, dark hair falling over his forehead, studying the menu. “Hmm,” he said. “I think I’ll skip the vanilla.”

      Kevin choked.

      Sasha blinked.

      “Maybe…what the fuck? Garlic ice cream?” Jack turned a horrified expression on her.

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “You have to try it to believe it.”

      “That’s just wrong. Huh. Root beer.” He nodded emphatically. “That’s what I want. Root beer ice cream. Hey, hang on while I order.”

      And weirdly, they obeyed his command. Oh lord and master. Shatner! She and Kevin moved away from the lineup and found a small table to sit at. She kept glancing at Jack.

      “That’s him?” Kevin murmured.

      “Yeah.”

      He smiled.

      “What?” She scowled at him.

      “You just said I wasn’t going to meet him. And here he is.”

      “Yeah. And that’s freakin’ weird. This is too much coincidence for one day.” She leaned across the table. “What if he’s stalking me?”

      Kevin narrowed his eyes, glanced at Jack in line, then back at her. “You think?”

      “I don’t know! But doesn’t it seem odd? He calls and sets up that meeting out of the blue and then again shows up here—nowhere near his neighborhood, I might add—again, out of the blue. It’s creepy.” She frowned as she nibbled at her ice cream, which was orgasmically good.

      “Mmm hmm.”

      Jack meandered over to their table, all casual and super sexy in his leather jacket and faded low-rise jeans, licking his ice cream. He grabbed a chair and pulled it up and sat. “This is really good.”

      She gave him a frustrated look. “Jack. What are you doing here?”

      “Eating ice cream.” He smiled and nodded. “Yours is dripping.”

      She gave a big huff which made both guys smile, and felt just a teensy bit ganged up on. Kevin wasn’t supposed to like Jack. He was supposed to be on her side. She glared at Kevin. He gave her a look that she thought said, “Relax. I’m here. You’re safe.”

      She didn’t need anyone to look after her, as she’d told her father and brothers a billion times. And honestly, even though it was kind of weird that Jack had showed up here, she didn’t feel threatened by him. Other than he made her extremely…aware. Aware of his hands holding his ice cream, his long fingers and neat nails. His casual posture that nonetheless radiated energy. Those intense dark eyes looking back and forth between her and Kevin as if he were assessing them and trying to decide if there was anything between them.

      “Sasha came to my condo this morning,” Jack said to Kevin. “About a job. Did she tell you?”

      “Yeah, she mentioned it. Sounds like a cool project.”

      She again narrowed her eyes at Kevin.

      “I think so,” Jack agreed. “I’m hoping she’ll take the job.”

      Kevin frowned. “I thought you turned it down.”

      More heat washed into her cheeks.

      “She did at first.” Jack smiled. “But I convinced her to think about it.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s good.”

      Jack turned that compelling gaze on her. “Remember: Unlimited budget and complete freedom to design whatever you want.”

      “I told you,” she muttered. “That’s not a good way to do business. I could build something horrendous and charge you a small fortune for it.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.” He smiled, a slow, sexy curve of his mouth. “I trust you, Sasha.”

      She didn’t understand why.

      “So.” Jack leaned toward her. “How’d you two come to be roommates?”

      Her eyes shifted to Kevin and back to Jack, and she told him how they’d met. “It’s Kevin’s house. I just pay him rent and do some gardening for him.”

      “Since you call each other roommates, I gather you’re not a couple?”

      She shot Kevin another look and swallowed a sigh. “No. Just friends.”

      Jack nodded but his expression didn’t really change, still casual and friendly. “Sounds like it works out for you.”

      “Yes.”

      “How’d you get into landscaping?” he asked with what seemed sincere interest.

      In her craziest dreams she would never have imagined sitting like this with Jack, having this kind of let’s-catch-up conversation. “It wasn’t planned. I went to college and studied business, like my dad wanted me to. Then I went to work for my dad at the bank, but it just wasn’t for me, sitting in an office all day in front of a computer. I wanted do something more creative, so I quit and went back to the landscaping company I worked for when I was going to school, and I started taking some landscape design courses.”

      Jack nodded slowly. “What did your parents think of that?”

      “They thought I was nuts.”

      “Yeah. That wouldn’t have been what they wanted for you.”

      He apparently remembered them pretty well.

      “They hated it. They still think I’m crazy, especially starting my own business. After a few years of working there and taking courses, I got the opportunity to start doing design work, and when that was going well, I decided to strike out on my own.”

      “She’s very talented,” Kevin said. “But I’m sure you know that from whatever research you did before contacting her to work for you.”

      The two men exchanged a look and Jack nodded. “Yeah, I know she’s talented.”

      “I’m right here,” she muttered.

      Jack smiled at me. “Your parents have to be proud of how successful you are.”

      For a moment she thought an expression crossed his face that almost looked…wistful.

      “Not really.” She rolled her eyes. She didn’t want to mention that at the moment her business was not exactly on solid financial ground, so there wasn’t as much for her parents to be proud of as one might think. Except she didn’t know if they would have been proud of her, no matter how successful she was. Maybe if she was asked to do landscaping at the White House, they’d be proud.

      “Seriously, though,” Jack said. “You have a great reputation, especially when it comes to rooftop garden design. Your name was the one that kept coming up when I was looking into things.”

      Her cheeks heated and pleasure warmed her inside. “Thanks.” If only that would translate into more business. She pushed away her doubts. It would. This was just a dry spell.

      “So what else?” Jack leaned back in his chair to finish off the last of his cone. “You’re not married, obviously. Ever been?”

      “No. You?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve been kind of busy the last few years.”

      “Speaking of doing well.” She wiped her hands on a napkin and crumpled it. She looked at Kevin. “We should go.”

      Kevin nodded agreeably and Jack rose too as they did, accompanying them outside.

      “Good to meet you,” he said again to Kevin, and then he turned his penetrating gaze on her. “Thanks again for thinking about the job, Sasha. I’d really love for you to do it rather than a stranger.”

      She nodded, even as she reminded herself she wasn’t going to take the job, but his warm words and earlier praise eroded her resolve.

      “I’ll follow up with you in a few days,” he said.

      She and Kevin walked down the dark sidewalk in silence, only the noise of passing traffic surrounding them, the streetlamps casting round pools of light interspersed with shadows. She tugged her scarf right up to her chin and shoved her hands into the pockets of her jacket.

      “Well,” he finally said, when they’d rounded the corner. “He definitely wants you.”
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      Sasha spent the rest of the week pounding the pavement, so to speak, and working the phones, trying to drum up business. She’d never had to do this. Even when she’d first started her business she hadn’t had to search for clients. She wasn’t sure why it was. Yes, the economy was slow, but there were still a lot of wealthy people in Chicago buying and building big houses who needed landscaping done. Maybe the niche market she’d carved out for herself doing rooftop gardens had been a mistake. That was a small market and if people thought that was all she did, she was seriously limiting herself.

      Ah ha. Maybe that was her problem. So she got to work redesigning part of her website and enhancing her portfolio to include some of the other jobs she’d done. This was not going to keep her down.

      Of course at the back of her mind was Jack’s offer.

      “He wants you,” Kevin had said.

      She’d punched his shoulder at that, her stomach doing a little flip at his words.

      “For landscaping,” Kevin had added, but she’d caught the evil teasing glint in his eye.

      “I don’t need his job, or his money,” she’d replied, tossing her hair back.

      She was counting on finishing the Frasier job soon, which would mean she’d get paid and have some cash to play with for the next little while. But on Friday, she learned that the stone masons she’d contracted to lay the patio at the Frasier home weren’t able to get there until the end of next week. Which probably really meant the beginning of the week after. Which meant that everything else had to be put on hold while they waited for that to be done, which meant that getting paid for completing that job was still many weeks away.

      Shatner.

      Flo popped her head into Sasha’s office. “I’m really sorry to bother you with this,” she began. “But the printer’s not working again. The repair guy came and…” She hesitated. “He was a little snarky about how long it took to pay him last time, but he said he can’t fix it anyway. We need a new printer.”

      Sasha stared at her. “You’re kidding me.”

      “I’m not. I know those printers are expensive, but you kind of have to have one to print off drawings. If it was just invoices we could get something cheap at Wal-Mart, but…”

      “I know.” Sasha rubbed her forehead. “I know. Okay, I’ll get on that.”

      Flo paused. “Things gonna be okay?”

      “Yes! Of course.”

      “Because, no offense, I love you and all, but I can’t work for nothing.”

      “I know! It’s not that bad, Flo.” It almost was, but she didn’t want Flo walking out. “Don’t worry, I’ve got some things lined up.” Not.

      And then she got a call from a supplier tactfully inquiring about when they might expect payment for the materials she’d purchased from them for the Eckhart job for which she was never going to see a dime.

      Humiliation burning inside her, she promised them a payment Monday morning and then laid her head down on her desk. She’d never in her life had to deal with that kind of phone call and it was mortifying. Even worse, there were other suppliers she also owed money to, and if she didn’t make some payments fast, her reputation was going to be in shreds and then finding work would be even harder.

      With a groan, she reached for the business card tucked under her computer keyboard. She sank her teeth into her bottom lip as she gazed at Jack’s name. CEO of Anzen Security, the company name in large, scarlet font. She turned the card over and saw his cell phone number scrawled there in a backhanded style that reminded her he was left-handed. For some reason she’d always found that very sexy.

      Sexy? Gah! She should not be thinking about sexy, she should be thinking about money and all the millions of dollars Jack apparently had. Holy Shatner. She could do a few designs and in a matter of days have a check in her hands as a down payment for what would be a very large job.

      In fact, she would be asking for a bigger down payment than she usually did. Not that she didn’t trust Jack, but she’d learned that lesson. And, well, she wasn’t sure if she trusted Jack. He was, after all, a virtual stranger now.

      She was being ridiculous about this. It was a job, with a wealthy businessman who had money to spend and wanted to hire her. No going through the whole proposal thing and all that work and then having him choose someone else.

      It was too easy and she was crazy to turn it down. She had to do this, even if only for the people counting on her.

      She picked up the phone and punched in his cell phone number.

      “Jack Grenville.”

      “Jack. Hi. It’s Sasha.”

      His crisp tone immediately softened. “Sasha. Hi. I’m happy to hear from you.”

      “Um. Good.”

      “I hope it’s good news.”

      “Well, I guess it is.” Nerves tightened in her stomach. What if he’d changed his mind? “If you’re still interested in having a rooftop garden designed and built, I’ve decided I’m interested in doing it after all.” She seized onto an idea. “A bit of a hole came up in my schedule due to a contractor delay, so it looks like I could take it on.”

      “Awesome.” He sounded so young, almost like the Jack she’d known, when he said that. “When can we get together to talk about it more?”

      “Well, I… need to work up a proposal and contract for you. I mentioned feasibility studies, and then…well you mentioned that budget wasn’t an issue, but I’ll need to talk to you about the concept development and then do some preliminary designs and estimates.”

      “Okay. That sounds like it’s going to take a while. I’ve never been good at waiting.”

      “I can work on it right away. As I mentioned, my schedule opened up.”

      “We could have dinner tonight.”

      “Oh.” Her heart leaped into her throat. “Tonight? I’m afraid I can’t. I already have a date.”

      After a brief, thick silence, he said, “Oh. I see. What about lunch tomorrow then?”

      “It’s Saturday, but…okay.” It wasn’t as if she never worked weekends. When they were on a deadline, long hours and weekends were fair game. “I’d like to come and take some photographs of your space, if that’s okay.”

      “Yeah. Great. How about you come for lunch, take your photos and see the patio again, and we can talk about all that stuff.”

      Lunch. At his place. Oh boy. “Sounds good,” she said crisply. “What time should I come?”

      “Noon is fine.”

      “See you then.”

      She hung up. She really did have a date that night, a second date with Eric. They’d had a pleasant evening last weekend, so why not? He was taking her to a Blackhawks game and she loved hockey so it should be another fun evening.

      Except somehow she was disappointed that she wasn’t going to be having dinner with Jack.

      

      Jack had grown up a Blackhawks fan and had attended a few Sharks games when he lived in San Jose. Having a private box was a business expense and he’d found it a great way to schmooze with potential clients. Here in Chicago, he’d love to be able to do that, but he was going to have to wait for next season to see if he could snag a suite. In the meantime, he bought tickets to individual games and invited clients or staff to attend. Tonight he had two tickets, but no plans, so it was just him and Adam.

      “Why didn’t you invite someone from Michigan Trust?” Adam asked as they settled into their seats in the United Center.

      Good question. “I want to keep a low profile on this deal. That’s why you’re handling everything.”

      “I could have invited someone. In fact…” Adam grinned, “…their VP of Operations is a pretty hot babe.”

      Jack lifted an eyebrow and drank his beer. “Oh yeah?”

      “Definitely rideable.”

      Jack laughed. “Wait until the deal is done, at least.”

      “You know I’d never jeopardize business.”

      The music of Nirvana blasted over the sound system as the two hockey teams warmed up on the ice and Jack studied the players. He’d loved hockey as a kid, but it had been too expensive for his uncle to pay for, so he’d settled for basketball. He’d been captain of the senior team even though he hadn’t been the best player, although he’d been tall and relatively coordinated. But he liked to take charge and the coaches had seen his natural leadership. Of course, that all got yanked away from him near the end of his senior year.

      The bitterness over what had happened had long since faded, but there were still scars there. They’d always be there, but that was okay because they served to remind him where he’d come from and what his goals were.

      “Fisher is having a crap year.” Adam pointed with his beer. “They think he’s injured. Some kind of wrist thing.”

      “Huh. Maybe.” They talked about players and the team and then a little business as the game got underway. By the end of the first period, the Blackhawks were up two-nothing.

      “Good game.” Adam stood. “Let’s go find more beer.”

      Jack followed him up the stairs in the slow-moving crowd and onto the concourse. They waited in line for drinks then stood to one side as crowds of people mingled and mixed, drinking and talking about the game.

      “Hey, there’s Jamal.” Adam lifted a hand. One of their newest Chicago clients, he owned a marketing business. Jamal greeted them and stopped to talk.

      No sooner had he moved on, than Jack was greeted by someone else he knew. The realtor who’d sold him his condo, Eric Roscoe.

      “Hey, Jack.” Eric shook his hand and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “How’s the penthouse?”

      “Good. Great.” Jack smiled. “Pretty much all furnished. You should come see it sometime.”

      “Yeah, I should. Hey, did you ever do anything with that rooftop?”

      “Just working on it.”

      “If you’re looking for a good designer, the girl I’m dating does a lot of rooftop gardens. She’s pretty amazing and she’s looking for work right now.”

      “I just hired someone,” Jack said with a wry smile. “Sorry.”

      And then his eyes went wide as Sasha appeared at Eric’s side. When she saw him, she blinked. Their eyes met and it felt as if there’d been a small electrical current pass through the air, which grew charged and heavy.

      “Hey, Sasha.” Eric drew her closer. “I was just trying to get you some business. This is Jack Grenville. I sold him a condo a few months ago and…”

      “We’ve met. She’s the designer I just hired.”

      “Oh! Hey, that’s great,” Eric said with a laugh. “Small world, huh?”

      “This is my business partner, Adam Carlisle.” Jack introduced Adam to Eric and Sasha, but never took his eyes off Sasha. Fuck. This was her date? Eric was a good guy, but hell, he was no match for her. Too mild-mannered. Bland.

      Sasha looked amazing, of course, dressed in a red turtleneck sweater that hugged her full breasts and slender torso, and skinny dark jeans tucked into sheepskin-lined boots. She held a plastic cup and sipped it, listening as the guys talked about the game.

      “I’m surprised you’re not in the suite with your dad,” Jack said to her.

      She gave him a cool smile. “Not tonight.”

      “Yeah, get us invited to the suite.” Eric grinned. “That’d be great.”

      Sasha smiled and Jack’s gut cramped at the thought of her dating this guy and seeing him again. How long had they been together? Was this serious?

      “Well, we’d better get back to our seats,” Eric said. “Second period’s about to start.”

      “Yeah. Good to see you.” Then as Sasha and Eric moved away, Jack said, “Sasha.” She halted and looked over her shoulder at him. Once again, their eyes locked in a magnetic connection. “See you tomorrow. For lunch.”

      Eric frowned. Jack smiled. Eric slid his arm around Sasha’s waist and pulled her closer. Sasha scowled at Jack as Eric led her away.

      Jack’s smile vanished as he and Adam made their way back to their seats. His insides twisted and he gulped down more of his cold beer.

      “That’s the designer you just hired?” Adam said. “Whoa. Dude. Speaking of rideable…”

      Jack clenched his jaw. “Did you catch her last name?”

      “Eh…Bandel. Is that what you said?” Then his eyebrows flew up into his blond hairline. “Bandel? Her father’s suite? Holy shit. Seriously?”

      “Serious as a cross site request forgery.”

      Adam laughed. “And here I thought Chicago was a big city. Too funny. But I guess using her as an in isn’t an option, since she’s with whatshisname, your realtor guy there.”

      “I have no intention of using her,” Jack all but snarled, earning a startled look from Adam. No, his motives were completely different. He slumped down into his seat, knees spread wide, hands holding his beer as the game started, but now he was distracted, thinking about Sasha with Eric. Fuck.

      She’d said she had a date and he’d almost thought she was lying to avoid having dinner with him, but apparently she’d been telling the truth. He’d just sorted out the issue of her male roommate and now there was another guy in the picture. He scowled and totally missed the Blackhawks scoring another goal, the roar of the crowd and the horn rising around him as he sat there.

      “What’s your problem?” Adam asked him during the second intermission. “You sat there and stared into your beer the entire second period.”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “I did not.”

      “Yeah, dude, you did. What’s up? You worried about work?”

      Jack shook his head. “I just need another beer, that’s all.”

      Adam gave him a look.

      “What? What’s with the mallard mouth?”

      “You’re full of shit. But that’s okay. I love you anyway.” He slung an arm around Jack’s neck. “Lemme buy you a beer, buddy. If that’s what you need.”

      Jack couldn’t help but watch for Sasha in the crowded concourse area but this time they didn’t run into her. They did run into a couple of girls they’d met the week before at a club, who were happy to talk and flirt for a few minutes until the game started again.

      It didn’t matter that he didn’t see Sasha. It didn’t matter that she was with another guy. Because she was coming to his place for lunch tomorrow. And now Eric knew it.

      After the Blackhawks crushed the Penguins, he and Adam went for a drink and somehow ended up with the two chicks they’d run into at the game. He wasn’t into either of them but Adam was, so Jack stuck around for a while. It was hilarious how the two girls didn’t know them at all, or know their company, and when they described the business to them, they were all but yawning. And yet Jack knew from experience as soon as they clued in that they were both filthy rich, they’d be all fascinated by Internet security. He and Adam were well-known in the tech industry but not exactly household names, but after this month’s issue of TechBiz and the article about thirty entrepreneurs under thirty (he’d made it by a week when they’d interviewed him for the article) and the accompanying photo shoot, they’d be even better known.

      “I wanna roll,” he said to Adam hours later. “C’mon.”

      “No way, dude. I’m not leaving. Those girls want to party!”

      Then a bunch of guys walked into the nightclub, big guys wearing expensive suits. Jenny and Amber’s attention drifted to them. And kept going back to them. And then the two girls were whispering and sidling up to the group of guys.

      “Hockey players,” Adam said with disgust. “Look at that, for fuck’s sake. Surrounded by women.”

      “Puck bunnies.” Jack grinned.

      “What’ve they got that we don’t? We’re both decent looking.”

      “Money.”

      Adam made a rude noise. “We’ve got money! How much do some of those guys make? A few million bucks a year?”

      Jack laughed. “Did you tell those girls how much you make? No. And that was a good thing. They’re obviously shallow and greedy. Now, let’s call it a night.”

      Adam sighed, tossed back the rest of his drink and followed him out of the club.
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      Sasha arrived at Jack’s building promptly at noon. Nerves fluttered in her stomach as she rode the elevator up to the twenty-eighth floor once again. This time, Jack awaited her in the foyer when the doors slid silently open.

      “Sasha.” His greeting was more reserved this time, his expression inscrutable. He again wore faded jeans that sat low on his hips, and a black Henley-style shirt with the sleeves pushed up on his forearms. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning.” She gave him a tight smile. “Did you enjoy the game last night?”

      “Oh yeah. It’s great to be watching my Blackhawks again.”

      Her smile relaxed a bit. “You always did love hockey.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I did go to a lot of games in San Jose, but it’s different. Do you go to many games?”

      “Not a lot, but I like hockey.”

      “I remember trying to teach you about it.” Now the corners of his mouth quirked. “You didn’t have a clue.”

      Her smile went crooked. “I know.” She remembered that he’d wanted to play hockey, but after his parents had died, his uncle hadn’t been willing to put the time or money into the sport, and with a squeeze of her heart, she remembered how disappointed he’d been about that.

      And that opened the gate for more memories to flood back, of Jack talking about his mom and dad and how much he missed them. He’d been a tough guy on the outside but she knew she’d seen parts of him that probably nobody else had. They’d been dating for about nine months when his parents had died. He’d been pissed about that, angry at the world, short tempered, lashing out, and that had gotten him into trouble a few times.

      But he’d never lashed out at her, and her insides went soft and warm remembering how he’d asked her to go to the cemetery with him on Mother’s Day to leave flowers on his mother’s grave, and how he’d fought back tears standing there. And how she’d wrapped her arms around him and they’d held each other for a long time.

      Oh hell. She should not be reliving all those soft feelings for Jack. She stiffened her spine and met his gaze with a determinedly professional smile.

      “Let me take your jacket.”

      She set her purse and briefcase on the floor while she unwound her big scarf and slipped her jacket off. She handed it to him, and he hung it in a closet behind a set of sliding doors.

      “Come on in. Lunch is ready for us.” He led the way to the dining room where she blinked to see the table perfectly set. Although the day was overcast, the room was bright and the view spectacular.

      “Did you do this?” she asked, as he pulled out a chair for her.

      “Ha. No. My housekeeper set the table. I did order the food though.” He said that with such earnest pride, she couldn’t help but smile.

      “You don’t cook?”

      One corner of his mouth kicked up. “Of course I cook. But I wanted to serve you something better than macaroni and cheese or canned chili.”

      She tried to resist the smile tugging at her own mouth. “I appreciate that. Although I do remember that you used to be pretty good at making hot dogs too.”

      “Actually…” he grinned, “…that’s what we’re having. But I didn’t make them.”

      “Hot dogs?” She stared at him open-mouthed.

      He carried an insulated bag over to the table and opened it up. “Yep. From Hawt Dawgs.”

      When he opened the bag, the seductive aroma of smoked sausage and yeasty buns filled the air. “Oh my God.” She moaned. “I haven’t had one of those in ages.”

      “Good. Got fries too. Hope you’re not on a diet.”

      “Do I need to be?”

      His head jerked up and he met her eyes. “No! Not at all! That wasn’t what I meant.”

      She laughed. “I’m just kidding.”

      The horror in his eyes was replaced by wry amusement. “God, I thought I’d put my foot in it there.” And then his eyes warmed and his gaze swept over her in a hot brush of erotic perusal that made her nipples tighten and tingle. And with that, the power balance shifted. “No, Sasha, you definitely don’t need to diet.”

      He took his own chair, not opposite the table but kitty-corner to her. As he sat, his knee brushed hers, his legs so long. He pulled out wrapped hot dogs and handed one to her, which she set on the china plate in front of her. He handed her a container of French fries and they began to eat.

      “These are so messy.” She picked up her hot dog loaded with yellow mustard, relish, onions, tomato wedges, a pickle spear and peppers, all spilling from a steamed poppy seed bun.

      “That’s okay. It’s just you and me.”

      Yes. It was just them. She was well aware of that.

      Music played somewhere, through speakers she couldn’t see, the kind of bluesy music that she loved.

      “I used to take clients to hockey games in San Jose,” he said between bites. “We had a suite and it was fun to take people there. Your dad still has a suite here, doesn’t he?”

      “Well, it’s not his, but yeah, the bank does.”

      “How long have you been seeing Eric?”

      Oh yeah. She looked down at the food in her hands. “He sold you this condo, huh? That’s funny.”

      “How long?”

      She met his eyes, giving him what she hoped was a none-of-your-business look. She held his gaze for about six seconds and then, “That was our second date,” somehow slipped out of her mouth.

      He nodded. “Are you going to see him again?”

      “If he asks me.” She said it as a joke. She knew Eric wanted to see her again. She wasn’t quite as sure if she wanted to go out with him, but she didn’t have any good reason not to. He was a nice guy, polite, well-groomed, successful career. Not much of a sense of humor, but there were worse things. Way worse.

      Jack grunted and it sounded as if he was displeased. She picked up a French fry and bit it.

      “He said you needed business.”

      Her eyes flew open wide again and she stared at him. “He did?”

      “Yeah.”

      Her mind scrambled for an answer. She didn’t want Jack to know how much she needed him. “I’m always looking for business. That’s what you do. You should know that, a successful entrepreneur like you.”

      “True.” He nodded.

      “Why did you move your business to Chicago?”

      He chewed his food and it took a moment for him to answer. “I wanted to come home,” he said simply.

      “Why did you leave?” Shatner. She shouldn’t have asked that. It didn’t matter to her why he’d left.

      He gave her a long look. “You have to ask me that?”

      “Never mind.” She knew her parents had freaked out and had kept Jack from seeing her, but he didn’t have to run so far away. He’d made it too easy for them, when she’d been broken-hearted and humiliated. Like star-crossed lovers, she’d had some juvenile romantic fantasy that they’d be together despite the wishes of her parents, but as time had passed, that had turned into anger at Jack for giving up on her so easily, for giving up on them, for running away, and even anger at him for wanting to do the things they’d done, the things they’d been caught doing, that had so shocked her parents and embarrassed her.

      “I guess you managed to finish high school even though you ran away. Your bio online says you have a degree in computer science.”

      He lifted one eyebrow. “You read my bio?”

      Damn! “Of course.” She tossed her hair back. “You’re a prospective client.”

      “I don’t think you need to do a background check on clients.”

      “You’d be surprised. My last big client ended up in the slammer.”

      “What?”

      She told him about Eckhart and the Cangelo case, which of course he’d heard of—it had been a national news story, but he hadn’t known Eckhart had been one of her clients. She did not mention that she’d never been paid a dime for the job and the impact on her business. “So, I’ll need a substantial deposit upfront from you.”

      Again, he gave her that steady, inscrutable look. “I’m good for the money, Sasha.”

      She nodded. “I know you are. I don’t mean to imply that you’re not trustworthy. It’s just business.”

      “Of course.” He lifted one shoulder. “It’s not a problem. Just tell me how much you want.”

      “Well, I haven’t even done estimates so I don’t know right now.”

      “I’ll give you a check anyway. Just as a show of good faith.”

      “That’s not necessary—” But he’d already stood and walked past the long kitchen counter and into the room he’d showed her was his office. He returned with a checkbook and sat back at the table, pushing his plate aside. With his lefty scrawl, he wrote a check, then ripped it from the book and handed it to her.

      “You really don’t have to…” She glanced at it. “Holy Shatner. Jack, this is way too much.” He’d written a check for a hundred thousand dollars.

      “Whatever. I want this to be nice. It’ll cost more than that.”

      It might. Most of her jobs weren’t even close to that much.

      But that would cover all her debts.

      “I haven’t even done anything yet. I haven’t given you any design concepts. You don’t even know if you’ll like what I come up with.”

      Their eyes met. The air between them shimmered. “I will,” he said firmly.

      Unspoken questions backed up in her brain. This was not how her business deals usually went down. And she was fairly sure this wasn’t how he did business either, handing out money to a near stranger for absolutely nothing. She could take that check and disappear.

      “We need contracts in writing.” She lifted her chin, her gaze still snared by his intense, dark one. Her body tightened and her pussy squeezed.

      “It’s okay. I don’t need that. Are you done eating? We can go outside so you can take your pictures or whatever it is you need to do.”

      She nodded. “Yes. I’m done.” She hadn’t finished all her fries, but there was no way she could eat any more just then. Except, then he said the magic words.

      “Oh wait. I forgot about dessert.”

      Her sweet sensors went on alert. “Dessert?”

      He gave her a lazy, knowing grin. God, did he remember everything about her? From how she liked her coffee, to her favorite cookies and hot dogs, to her sweet tooth, he was kind of…scaring her. And melting her. “Yeah. Cake.”

      “What kind of cake?” She almost held her breath. If he said chocolate, she might have to punch him…did he remember everything?

      “Piña colada.”

      A small moan escaped her. And it wasn’t just at the cake. It was because, yes, he apparently did remember everything, including her love of pineapple and coconut. “Oh.”

      He rose and carried their plates over to the counter, then pulled the covered container from the refrigerator. He set it on the counter and removed the lid, then cut pieces with a large knife and laid them onto plates. He added forks and returned, carrying the dessert.

      She looked down at the moist cake piled with luscious whipped cream, bits of pineapple and coconut. Even though her insides had tightened up and left no more room for her meal, she thought she could probably eat the cake.

      “Is that too big a piece?” Once again, his leg brushed hers as he shifted closer to the table.

      She swallowed. “It’s too small,” she joked.

      “That’s what Eric’s last girlfriend said.”

      She was so befuddled about what was going on, it took a second for his words to penetrate the fog in her brain, and then her head snapped up to look at him. “What…oh!” And she couldn’t help it, she fell back in her chair, laughing. “Oh my God, Jack.”

      He laughed too and picked up some cake with his fork. “That’s what I heard,” he said with a shrug and a glint in his eye. “It’s not true?”

      “I wouldn’t know!”

      Their eyes met with that small jolt of heat, that energy sizzling back and forth between them, amusement joining them together in a way that went deeper than just the physical connection that—she sighed—was still there, much as she hated to admit it.

      “Thank fuck,” he muttered.

      She stared at him.

      “Eat your cake,” he ordered gently. “Then we’ll go outside.”

      She nodded and obediently dug her fork into the treat. It was so good. She was still addled but devoured her cake and set the fork down. “That was amazing.” She patted her stomach. “I might need a nap now.”

      His eyes darkened. “That could be arranged.”

      In a bed with Jack. Images assaulted her, more memories. Rolling around naked, sheets twisted around their bodies, his hands all over her. How incredibly hot it had been having sex with him. Maybe because he’d been her first, and she’d been so horny and hot for him, but nothing had ever, ever compared to being with him. Heat washed down through her and her lips parted involuntarily.

      “Fuck, don’t look at me like that,” he said roughly. “Or you’ll be in my bed faster than you can say ‘ride me.’”

      She dropped her gaze and snapped her mouth shut. She swallowed, flustered and mixed up and overheated.

      “Come on.” His voice still rasped as he pushed back from the table. “Leave the dishes,” he added as she went to pick up her empty plate. “Let’s go outside. You’ll need your jacket.”

      He held the jacket for her as she slid her arms into it, then turned her by her shoulders and started to fasten the buttons. The brush of his hands across her breasts, even through the jacket, was too much for her, and she batted them away. “I can do that,” she snapped.

      He stepped back, his lips twitching, his hands in the air. “Fine.”

      She wrapped her scarf loosely around her neck and picked up her briefcase, which held her camera and tape measure and notepad. She followed him outside, and as soon as they stepped out, the wind had her hair all over the place, in her face. She tried to hold it back, but it was hopeless.

      “Hold on.” Jack disappeared inside. He returned a moment later with a thick rubber band, but instead of handing it to her, he stood behind her, gathered her hair back and fastened it into a ponytail. She was sure it was all messy and bumpy without a hairbrush, but his fingers stroking through her hair teased and tantalized her, made her shiver.

      “Thanks.”

      She tried to ignore her pattering heart and focus on work. She looked around the space and began to take photos. The beauty of digital images was that she could take as many as she wanted and just delete the ones she didn’t need later, ensuring she had what she’d need. After she’d taken pictures, she pulled out the tape measure. “Can you help me get some measurements?”

      “Sure.” He took the end of the measuring tape and she gave directions, jotting down numbers and sketching things out roughly. They spent the better part of an hour out there, measuring, throwing out ideas, chatting a little about the weather and Jack being back in Chicago.

      When they finally returned inside, warmth surrounded her. Damn. Her hands were frozen. She flexed and unflexed her fingers. Noticing, Jack moved closer and took her hands in his, which amazingly were warm. “You must have good circulation.”

      He made a funny noise. “Surprising, since all my blood is somewhere else.”

      Once more her jaw loosened and she gazed up at him.

      He just smiled and shook his head, rubbing her hands. “I know what you need. A cup of hot coffee in front of the fire.”

      “Oh…I should go…I’ve got what I need…”

      Her protests were feeble and even she knew it. Jack released one of her hands but held the other, and once more led her into the living room. He flicked a switch on the gas fireplace which flared to life. It was a bright glow of warmth compared to the dull gray of the sky outside.

      “Take your jacket off and have a seat. I’ll make coffee.”

      And she did. She knew it wasn’t a good idea, but she was shivering and the fire was warm and bright, the curved sofa so inviting. She smoothed her palm over a kitten-soft throw lying on the arm of the couch. She picked it up and wrapped it around her before she sat and snuggled into a corner, tugging it right up to her face. Her cheeks were cold too.

      She studied the room as she waited. Although it was tastefully decorated, it didn’t feel like a room where Jack spent a lot of time. A few books and magazines sat on the low, square coffee table, but none sat open as if he’d been reading them, and the blanket now wrapped around her had been neatly folded. There were so many windows, there wasn’t room for any pictures on the walls, only sconces on the white pillars between glass, and there were no framed photographs sitting on end tables.

      Jack appeared, holding two steaming mugs. “Here you go. Wrap your hands around this.”

      Another flash of memory. Had he said those exact words to her before? Because the image that came to mind was her wrapping her hands around…him. She almost hyperventilated, trying to catch her breath from that thought.

      She took the mug and did as he suggested, because it was so nice and warm against her chilled skin. She sipped the coffee, rich and dark but smooth with the bit of cream she liked.

      “You look like you’re warming up.” He sat beside her. Not too close. Not close enough. “So do you have what you need to get started?”

      “I think so.” Her creativity had been sparked and ideas floated around in her head, visuals of what she could build out there. “I just wish I knew more about what you want.”

      He shrugged, leaned back, and crossed one ankle over the other knee. “I think you know enough.”

      Once again she felt baffled at what was going on. He’d handed her a check for a huge amount of money and basically given her carte blanche to do whatever she wanted out there. And he was undeniably flirting with her. “Jack.” She wasn’t sure how to put what she wanted to ask. “Are you really just looking for landscaping design?”
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      Jack regarded Sasha while he thought about how to answer that question. Holy hell, she was so sweet and beautiful, wrapped up in that blanket, staring at him with those big blue eyes. Her hair was still up in that God-awful ponytail he’d done. Without thinking much, he rose off the couch and headed to his bedroom, where he retrieved a hairbrush from the bathroom.

      Back in the living room, he sat down again beside her, closer this time, one foot under him, the other on the floor. “Turn a little.” He nudged her shoulder and hip.

      She eyed the brush in his hand. “I can do it.”

      “Let me do it for you.” He kept his voice gentle but firm.

      With a questioning look over her shoulder, she shifted to give him her back, and he carefully removed the rubber band from her hair, trying not to pull. Even so, a few snarls made her twitch. “Sorry.” He worked at it a little more. “There,” he said when it was out. He started brushing, working through the tangles strand by strand.

      He inhaled that scent of her hair, the warm vanilla and coconut perfume now mingled with fresh air. Close enough to feel her body relax and soften, he heard her soft sigh of pleasure and wished he could see her face. Then, hair free of tangles, he continued to stroke the brush through the silky strands, letting his hand smooth over it too. So soft. And with every gentle tug she became limp and pliant, leaning back into him.

      His fingers wandered from her hair to the soft skin of her neck, then around to her throat. With his fingertips, he eased her chin up so her head fell back onto his shoulder. He dropped the brush to the carpet and used his other hand to smooth her hair back one more time, then tugged the blanket open and away from her and slid his arm around her waist. He bent his own head and nuzzled the soft skin of her neck, opened his mouth on the delicate skin there and kissed her, letting his tongue taste her. He worked his way up and down the side of her neck in slow, open-mouthed kisses, licked her ear lobe, kissed her cheek just in front of her ear.

      His own eyes were heavy but he peered at her, her closed eyes, her sweetly parted lips. He rubbed his cheek gently against hers, then with more gentle pressure of his fingertips, turned her face toward him. Their mouths hovered a breath apart.

      His heart hammered against his ribs and he stopped breathing.

      She wasn’t resisting.

      And so he closed the distance between them and kissed the corner of her mouth. One of her hands came up and covered his where it rested on her stomach and the other rested on his knee, and he kissed her again, tilting her head just a bit more for full mouth to mouth contact. She sighed into his mouth.

      Oh yeah. Oh Christ, yeah. Fire raced through his veins and his dick surged behind his fly. He’d been half-hard since she’d arrived. Now he was burning for her, aching for her. Those dark erotic urges roared to life inside him, but he held them at bay. Sasha might be the perfect match for him, but he needed to take it slow.

      His hand gently cupped her throat, fingers pressing her chin up and around, and she quivered in his arms. He slid his tongue into her mouth, tasting her sweetness, loving the delicate slide of her tongue against his, loving how she opened wider to him. He lifted his mouth, kissed her again, long, languid, open-mouthed kisses. He pressed his other palm to her flat stomach over the thin sweater she wore, felt her belly muscles tremble.

      He left her mouth to brush his lips over her cheek, her jaw, her ear. Her trembling increased. “Jack.”

      He barely heard her, partly because she’d whispered his name, partly because his heart was thundering in his ears. “Mmm. Sasha.”

      Her head fell away from him and he dragged his tongue down the side of her neck, then opened his mouth on her skin there and sucked so gently. He handled her with utmost care, but couldn’t resist a soft bite where her neck met her shoulder. He pushed aside the neckline of the sweater and kissed the top of her shoulder, again breathing in the scent of her skin, all woman and warm.

      To his delight, she lifted her free arm and curved her hand around the back of his head. “Oh my God.” She moaned. “Jack. Jack, we shouldn’t…”

      He remembered her saying that, the night they’d had sex for the first time. Her first time ever. She’d been a virgin, but so damn hot and sexy. They’d been close to doing it so many times, and it had been getting harder and harder for them to resist. She’d said the words, because she knew she should. Because good girls didn’t do that when they were only sixteen. When he’d paused, met her eyes and asked her if she’d really wanted to stop, his heart had damn near exploded when she’d whispered, “No.”

      And he sensed the same lack of conviction in her words now, the mixed message of her hand cupping his head while her lips said no. Her body responded to him, so soft against him, her breathing quick and shallow, her low pleasure noises telling him how much she liked his kisses and nibbles and licks.

      She groaned and tensed against him. “Oh God, Jack. Stop. Really.”

      He closed his eyes and sucked in air. He had to take that “no” seriously.

      She pushed away from him, a little tangled in the blanket around her hips. Seeing her face damn near had him reaching for her again. With pink cheeks, lust-glazed eyes and full, shiny lips, she looked so fucking sexy and irresistible. His hands itched to touch her again and he fought for control.

      Jack closed his eyes and shoved a hand into his hair. His dick was throbbing and on fire, his balls so tight he couldn’t breathe. Hell. As much as he wanted her, wanted to rip her clothes off, turn her over his lap and feel her ass beneath his hands and then fuck her brains out, that was way too much, too soon. “I’m sorry, Sasha. You make me lose my mind.”

      She blinked up at him, her blue eyes hazy with desire, her lips plump and sexy as hell. He couldn’t help but study the swell of her breasts beneath the thin sweater. His palms itched to feel them, the full softness, the hard little nipples. He swallowed a groan.

      She said nothing, and he had no idea what she was thinking. Clearly she was frustrated. So the hell was he.

      Hot color rushed into her cheeks and she pushed herself up to sitting. “Well, I guess that answers my question.” She swung her legs off his lap and went to stand. He grabbed her hips and pulled her back, this time to sit beside him. “Wait.”

      She yanked herself away from him and stood, taking a few steps from the couch. She tugged and straightened her sweater and ran her hands through her hair. “Never mind. I have to go.” She moved to the chair where he’d laid her jacket.

      “Wait, Sasha,” he said again, making his tone firmer. She paused and half-turned to him. “I’m making a mess of this.” He rubbed his face.

      “No kidding,” she snorted, grabbing her jacket. She shoved her arms into the sleeves and flipped her hair out.

      He rose too and closed the distance between them. “Don’t go. Please.”

      “This is really not a good idea, Jack.” She looked around for her purse and briefcase, then made a beeline across the room to seize them.

      Jack sighed. He spotted the check he’d written sitting on the dining room table and he grabbed it and followed her to the elevator. “Your check,” he said. “Don’t forget this.”

      She turned, wide-eyed, her scarf hanging loose, and gaped at him. “Don’t forget it,” she repeated. “Oh for the love of goats.” She snatched it out of his hand and in one quick motion ripped it in half. She tossed the pieces to the floor. “There. Not forgotten.”

      “Sasha! What the hell?”

      She smacked the elevator door. “How the hell do I get out of here? Would you please call the elevator?” Then she found the keypad on the side and gave it a jab.

      “Sasha, wait. Why the fuck did you rip up that check?”

      “I get the feeling that money isn’t just for my professional services.”

      “Jesus Christ.” Desperation rose up inside him. “Listen to me, Sasha.”

      “I’m not listening to you. I’m walking out.”

      “But the rooftop garden design—”

      “Find someone else.”

      “I don’t want anyone else.”

      The elevator doors slid open and she stalked inside. He didn’t know what else to do but watch her leave.

      Fuck fuck fuck.

      He slammed a hand against the wall and bent his head. His body pulsed with lust and his chest ached. Another string of curses ran through his mind.

      He walked over to the couch and lifted the blanket. A faint whiff of Sasha’s scent rose from it. The gas fireplace still burned, so he moved to shut it off, then sat on the couch holding the blanket.

      Okay. He needed to regroup. He sure as hell wasn’t giving up.

      His body still pulsing with need and adrenaline, he stood and walked down the hall to the last room on the left. The one he hadn’t shown Sasha.

      The door was unlocked for now, although it had a lock on it, and he opened it, stepped in and flicked one of the light switches. There were several different lighting systems in the room, and the one he turned on illuminated a few pot lights, casting a muted glow into the room. He wandered across the carpeted floor to the sleek black cabinet against the far wall. He opened the doors and surveyed the ropes stored there, all carefully tied in an eight hank, different weights, different colors. He ran a hand over the silky hemp of one skein. His cock throbbed.

      He reached into a lower cabinet for a bottle, picked up a length of rope and unwound it as he walked over to the wall of mirrors. He set the rope on the floor with the bottle and pulled his shirt over his head, then unzipped his jeans and lowered them along with his boxer briefs over his thighs. He stepped out of them, stripped socks off and dropped them, and pushed them aside with one bare foot. He regarded his reflection, the dim lighting only highlighting parts of his body, one shoulder, one pec, one hip, gleaming off the top of his dark hair. His cock thrust out and upward aggressively, and he gave it a stroke.

      He sat on the carpet and picked up the rope. Alternating between looking down and watching himself in the mirror, he wound the rope around his balls at the base. Heat rushed through his body and his dick hardened even more. Fuck, that was good. He gave the rope a gentle, practiced tug, tightening it, intensifying the sensation. Edgy pleasure whipped through him. Then he snapped open the bottle of lube and squeezed some into his hand.

      He stroked the silky liquid the length of his cock, circling it, covering it with the emollient, letting tingles and pleasure build. With one more pull on the rope, he sucked in air as fire flashed through his balls and spread heat throughout his body. The sensation of his hand on his lubricious cock intensified.

      He stroked his balls, displayed so flagrantly, smooth and swollen and dusky-colored, pumped his cock with his fist, dark waves of pleasure washing over him. Every nerve ending sensitized, he rubbed a hand over his chest, watching himself in the mirror with a focused intensity.

      He pictured Sasha’s body, naked and beautiful, imagined himself wrapping and knotting the rope around her. The artistry of it. The sensuality of it. The creative energy, the mental, emotional and sensual challenge…he loved it all. Caressing her ribs, her stomach, her hips, stroking her cheek, lightly touching her nipples…every sensitive area of her body that was his for the taking with her bound and unable to move. But most of all, the trust she would put in him to allow him to do that.

      Would he ever have that from Sasha again? Her trust in him had been shattered all those years ago, when they’d both been young and eager and goddamn clueless about what they were doing.

      He’d spent years learning and practicing. It was who he was.

      Pressure built inside him and peaked. A spasm of ecstasy ripped through him as he climaxed, and he released a long, low groan. His body went tight and hot, and scalding liquid spilled from his cock, running over his hand, adding to the slippery friction. Gulping for air, he looked at his face, his cheeks flushed, mouth open, eyes glittering.

      God, he just wanted Sasha, wanted to tie her up and set her free, contradictory as that sounded. She might not understand it, but he could teach her. But first he’d have to gain her trust, and he clearly had a long way to go on that front.

      

      Monday morning, Jack had a meeting with the project team working on developing a new payment data encryption product, and another meeting with Bryand Hotels. It was noon before he was free, and he left the office tower and drove to West Jackson Boulevard. He parked on the street around the corner from the small building that housed Sasha Bandel Designs. When he walked in, a young woman sat behind a reception counter, typing away on a computer keyboard. She peered at him through stylish rectangular pink glasses that matched the pink streaks in her black hair. “Hello.” She smiled, a faintly appreciative look in her eyes. “Can I help you?”

      “I need to see Sasha.”

      “Can I tell her who’s here?” She rose from her desk.

      “No.”

      She paused and blinked at him. “Uh…”

      “Is that her office?” He moved around the short counter. The woman took a step toward him, frowning. He smiled at her. “It’s okay, we’re old friends.” He brushed past her and opened the office door.

      “Wait—”

      Sasha also sat at a computer, perpendicular to the door. She was just reaching for a big bag of Skittles sitting open on her desk. Her head turned as the door opened. Her jaw dropped and her eyes widened. “Jack. What are you doing?”

      “I’m here on business.”  He gave the other woman another warm smile. “Thanks for your help.” And then he shut the door.

      “Hey—”

      Sasha rolled her eyes. “Here we go again.” She pushed away from her desk, crossed her legs and folded her arms over her chest. He couldn’t help but notice that she wore spiky-heeled black boots that were sexy as fuck.

      He’d been hard pressed to stop thinking about her ever since she’d walked out of his place on Saturday. Seeing her again had been remarkable. She was beautiful and smart and sexy, sweet and funny. He wanted her as much as he ever had, despite the years that had separated them. If he’d had any doubts about that, being with her again, kissing her and touching her again, had brought all that blazing heat roaring back to life inside him, an unrelenting need for her and what she could give him. And what he could give her.

      His determination renewed, he was here to try again.

      He laid a check on her desk. “Here.”

      She barely glanced at it. “I’m not working for you. Not if it involves…other things.”

      He laughed. “Other things. Right.”

      She eyed him unsmilingly.

      “I told you, Sasha. That was completely separate.” He shook his head. “Why’d you rip up that check?”

      Her eyes dropped. “I was…angry. Embarrassed.”

      “Embarrassed?” He walked toward her and dropped to a crouch in front of her chair. He set his hands on the arm rests. “Why?”

      “Because I was so…easy.” She rubbed her upper arms, her blue eyes clouding, her bottom lip going soft and pouty. He wanted to kiss her. And he wanted to laugh.

      “If you were easy, things would have gone a lot farther,” he said. “Easy.” He snorted. “What the hell kind of word is that, anyway? We’re not in high school anymore. There’s nothing wrong with sex.”

      “I know that! I just meant…oh never mind.”

      He sighed. “I want to talk to you. But I don’t want to scare you.”

      “You don’t scare me.”

      He smiled faintly. “Could we go somewhere and have lunch and talk?”

      She hesitated. Her gaze roamed over his face. Her lips tightened and then relaxed. “I guess so.”

      Not an enthusiastic response, but it was positive at least. He stood to allow her to do the same. She reached for the computer mouse and clicked around a few times, apparently saving something she was working on.

      He looked around with interest, surveying her space. Framed photographs of homes with lush lawns, stunning patios and luxurious plantings of flowers and greenery hung on the walls, along with some framed certificates. The décor was simple with black office furniture, white walls, and industrial gray carpet. Sun filtered through the venetian blinds on a small window and illuminated the leaves of some large tropical plants in silver metallic pots. A large table along one wall held blueprints, sketches, books and other papers.

      Then she picked up her purse from a chair in the corner of the room.  “There’s a little diner down the street.”

      “No. We’ll go somewhere else. I’m driving.”

      “I don’t have that much time.” They passed through the outer office. “I’m busy, you know. Flo, I’m going for lunch.”

      Flo held the phone and gave her a look. “Please hold.” She punched a button. “It’s Paul Patterson again.”

      Sasha’s mouth tightened and Jack thought she muttered a curse under her breath. “Take a message. I’ll call him when I get back.”

      “Is there a problem?” Jack asked. “I can wait.”

      “No,” she said tersely. “There’s no problem.”

      “Do you have appointments this afternoon you have to rush back for?”

      Sasha shot Flo a look, then sighed. “No.”

      “Okay, then there’s no rush. And this is a business meeting.”

      This time her sigh was gustier, obviously intended for him to hear. He grinned.

      They walked to his car around the corner, and he thumbed the remote to unlock the doors then opened the door for her. He caught her glance flicking over the Jaguar XK convertible.

      “Nice car.”

      “Thanks.”

      When he was seated with seatbelt fastened and the car started, she asked, “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      “No. You’ll tell me now or I’m getting out at the next red light.”

      He fought back his smile. Sweet but feisty. Christ, that turned him on. “Concetta’s.”

      “Oh. Really?”

      “Yes. What did you think? I was abducting you back to my place?”

      “The thought did cross my mind.” Once more she folded her arms across her chest.

      “It crossed mine too.” He smiled and turned his head to look at her just as she looked at him and their eyes met with a jolt. Her lips twitched, and then she rolled her eyes and turned away. “Hey, I’m just being honest. But I decided I’d take you out for a business lunch with all the other businessmen.”

      “Millionaire businessmen. I don’t exactly fit in there.”

      “Of course you do.” He shrugged. “They have good food.”

      “Expensive food.”

      “Relax, Sasha. I’m sure you’ve been there before.”

      “Maybe once or twice.”

      He snorted. “Right. Anyway, maybe you can schmooze there with more potential clients.”

      She pursed her lips.

      The elegant restaurant had valet parking, so he pulled up out front under the red-and-white striped canopy and jumped out. The valet opened Sasha’s door for her and she swung her long legs out, her brown tweed trousers not completely covering the sexy boots. Jack gave the guy his keys and with a hand on the small of Sasha’s back, led her into the restaurant through a heavy wooden door.

      “Reservation for two. Jack Grenville.”

      The dark-haired hostess’s eyes swept over him and her red lips curved into a sultry smile. “Of course, Mr. Grenville.” She marked something off on her screen and picked up two thick menus. “Right this way.”

      She wore a black pencil skirt and white blouse, which sounded basic but fit her slender body perfectly, and in black platform heels she walked like a model on the catwalk. He couldn’t help but admire her, even though she did nothing for him.

      “Your eyes were glued to her ass,” Sasha murmured once they were seated at the table and the hostess had left.

      His head whipped up to stare at her. “Fuck no.”

      “Oh yes, they were.”

      “I won’t deny I looked.” He relaxed back into his chair. Was she jealous? That made him feel kinda good. “And yeah, she’s pretty, but…eh.”

      Sasha’s eyebrows lifted.

      “I like blondes.”

      Her eyelashes fluttered at him. “Oh. Uh…”

      He smiled and hitched a shoulder. “It’s true. It’s a thing I’ve had ever since high school.” He watched color wash into her pretty cheeks. She sat back in her chair, staring at him. God, she was sweet.

      The server approached them to list off the lunch specials and take drink orders.

      “Just water,” Sasha told him with a smile.

      “I’ll have a Coke,” Jack requested. “Lots of ice.”

      The server disappeared.

      “I want to be honest with you, Sasha.” He leaned forward across the small table. “I know you’re confused.”

      “I’m not stupid.”

      He gave her a narrow-eyed look. “I know that,” he said sternly. “Don’t even say things like that.”

      She looked down then up at him. “I’m sorry. Yes, I’m confused.”

      He reached for her hand where it rested on the table and lightly covered it with his. “I don’t want to scare you, baby. I really don’t. I want you to know the truth though.”

      “You don’t really want me to design your rooftop garden, do you?” she said in a rush. “You have been stalking me, haven’t you?”

      His jaw damn near smacked the table. “What? Stalking you?”

      “You can’t tell me that showing up at Sweet Licks the other night was a coincidence.”

      Fuck. She had him dead to rights. “Okay. Yeah, I found out where you live. I was driving by because…well, I don’t know why. Because I couldn’t stay away. I saw you with your roommate so I followed you in there.”

      She nodded but didn’t bolt.

      “My intention wasn’t to stalk you or scare you,” he said quietly. “I just wanted to see you.”

      “So it’s not about designing your rooftop garden. This is all about…sex. Or something.”

      “No.” His voice was firm. Emphatic. Unequivocal. “No, that’s not it. I do want you to design my rooftop garden. That is completely serious, Sasha.”

      “Really?” Her hand moved beneath his, and he rubbed his thumb over hers.

      “Yes. Not long after I moved here, I was at a party in a condo and they had an amazing rooftop patio. I got the idea I could do something like that too. When I asked around, I discovered you’re the best. It seemed like destiny. Right?”

      “Destiny.” She gave a little laugh.

      Did he sound like a psycho stalker? He rubbed his forehead. “Sure. It was meant to be. I meant what I said, Sasha. Business is separate from pleasure. I want you to design my rooftop garden, and I will pay you for what you do. In the meantime, if you hate my guts and want nothing else to do with me, I’ll…” He swallowed. He didn’t really believe that would happen. He couldn’t believe that would happen. “I’ll leave you alone.” He searched her face for her reaction. She never could hide her feelings, and he saw the flickers of emotion in her eyes, in the way her mouth moved. Uncertainty. Arousal. Hope. Fear. “It can be just business.”

      The server appeared with Jack’s Coke. “Are you ready to order?”

      “Give us a few more minutes,” Jack requested. Neither of them had even looked at their menus yet.

      “Of course.” The server vanished again.

      “Do you believe me?” he asked quietly, leaning forward. He held her gaze steadily.

      She paused to consider that. Then she nodded. “I guess so.” Her gaze dropped to the menu in her hands.

      “Let’s decide on lunch,” he said gently.

      Sasha bit her lip as she looked at the menu. Then she closed it and set it on the table.

      The server reappeared almost immediately and took Jack’s order for a Panini with roasted pork shoulder, and then Sasha’s request for a salad with grilled ahi tuna.

      Jack rested his arms on the table and leaned forward. “So. Will you take the job?”
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      Sasha let Jack’s words sink in. Just business.

      After that brief but scorching make-out session on his couch the other day, she had her doubts that things could be strictly business between them. But he was offering that, and if she was smart she’d take that offer.

      He sat there, unperturbed, apparently waiting patiently. That was one thing that was definitely different about Jack—patience had been something he was sorely lacking back when they’d been young.

      She needed the money, as simple as that. Ever since she’d ripped that check up, she’d been chastising herself for being so rash and emotional. Clearly she’d been agitated after those kisses. She’d been chastising herself about that too.

      She could do it. Her mind had buzzed all weekend with ideas for the patio, even though she’d ripped up the check and stormed out of there. She wanted to do it, not just for the money but for the creative challenge.

      “Okay.”

      “Good.” He gave a firm nod too. “I’ll tell Tim that you have access to the condo whenever you want. You can come and go as you please while you’re working on the project.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I have a busy week. But I’ll try to be there as much as I can to answer questions or whatever you need.”

      “That’s okay.” She nodded. “I understand. You must be really busy.” She adjusted her knife and fork so they were perfectly straight on the table. “Tell me about your business. I know you and Adam are partners. Did you start the business together?”

      “Yeah. We started it as a project in our last year of college. The challenge was to come up with ways of protecting online and offline data to combat new security threats. Things were starting to change in terms of how data is stored by data centers, public and private clouds, and mobile devices. I was fascinated by cryptography, and Adam and I came up with some new encryption methods to protect data from mainframe to mobile, from data centers to clouds. Our encryption solutions were user friendly, compatible with IT systems and business processes, but useless to hackers.”

      She watched him talk, impressed with his confidence and technical knowledge. It was kind of a…turn on.

      “Our prof encouraged us to make a business plan. And to go out and pitch the idea to businesses. We were blown away by the reception we got from them. Within months, we had contracts and were actually making money. We’d both been applying for jobs for when we graduated. It seemed like the thing to do. So we both got tech jobs at different places, but our small security business kept growing. I…needed the money, so I kept working at both, but it was getting impossible. It was a big decision to go on our own, especially since we were so young and new to the industry, but….” He shrugged. “It all worked out.”

      “I’d say so.” She smiled. “Will moving to Chicago be good for business?”

      “Hard to say. It won’t hurt us. The nature of our business is that we can provide service from anywhere. Some of our staff, including me, will have to travel to California sometimes to continue to provide service to our existing customers there. But Chicago’s a big city and there are lots of potential clients here. We’ve already signed contracts with quite a few and have more prospects that we’ve been in talks with.”

      “A lot of it is who you know. And you’ve been gone for a while.”

      “True. I don’t have the contacts here, but that’s why Adam and I have been spending so much time joining various organizations and charities, getting involved in the community. It’s been hectic, but fun. Also, enough people have heard of us, with the awards that we’ve won and the media attention we’ve gotten.”

      “Does your sister still live here?” Emma was six years younger than him, and had only been about twelve when he’d left.

      He nodded. “Yes, she’s been back here for a couple of years. She came out west to go to college and moved back here when she graduated. She’s an actuary.”

      “Oh, that’s great. And your uncle?”

      “He’s still here too,” Jack said with a crooked smile. “I don’t see him much though. I kept in touch when Emma was living with him. I would’ve taken her with me if I could.”

      “I’m sure she’s happy to have you back here again.”

      He grinned. “Maybe. She thinks I butt into her life a little too much.”

      “Ah. Big brother. I know the feeling.”

      His eyes narrowed and his jaw tightened. “Yeah. I’m sure you do. How are your brothers?”

      She shrugged. “They’re good. Sam’s a doctor and Nash is a VP at the bank.”

      He nodded. “Not married?”

      “Nope. They’re too much of a pain in the ass for any woman to marry.”

      His laugh had a hard edge, but she smiled too, warming inside, unable to take her eyes off his face. God, when he laughed he was gorgeous, eyes crinkling at the corners, dimples appearing in his lean cheeks, his white teeth flashing. His smile was a turn on too. Geez, everything about him was a turn on. There was no fighting it.

      But she had to.

      Their lunches arrived and they ate and talked. Jack kept things light and superficial, talk about the city and how it had changed since he’d left, things he still wanted to see and do since being back. “Can’t wait for baseball season.”

      “Cubs home opener is April first.”
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