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Beneath mastery is
dependence; beneath submission is strength

 


Gabe Pejovic’s lifestyle as a Master
Dom is leaving him empty and cold. Everything else in his life
seems to be falling apart too. Taking a break from the BDSM scene
seems like a good idea—until he meets the perfect
submissive.

 


After being looked after her entire
life, first by her parents then by her husband, when Reagan
Somerville’s marriage fell apart she was bereft and helpless. Now
she’s started a new life as a strong, independent woman. The last
thing she wants is to be trapped in another controlling
relationship. Letting a dominant, strong man like Gabe into her new
life could cost her everything she’s worked so hard for.

 


But Reagan sees inside Gabe to the
emotions he’s keeping locked up, and somehow she knows how to
unlock those feelings. Gabe is determined to never lose control, to
never show weakness, to never reveal the secrets he’s hiding deep
inside. Does he have the strength to let himself be vulnerable, to
let himself feel pain and grief so he can experience the joy and
sweetness of love? And can he show Reagan there’s a difference
between caring and control?
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PRAISE FOR POWER
SHIFT

 


“hot,
exciting, sweet, and fast-paced…Gabe and Reagan face struggles that I think most couples face
all the time, whether they define themselves as dom/sub or not.
Each person in a relationship needs to be able to take and give up
control at some point; this is what Gabe is finally learning. Power
Shift[image: tmp_8429d27271ab10626a8f6b68f6040c56_iZqgQR_html_74164e65.png] is recommended for anyone that
likes a well developed romance that burns up the pages with
intimate scenes.” 
Sizzling Hot Book Reviews

“…hot,
bittersweet and fast paced… The scenes between Gabe and Reagan are
hot, hot, and hot. They have incredible sexual chemistry and it's
obvious from their first meeting, which is somewhat contentious.
Ms. Jamieson did an excellent job of developing the relationship
between Gabe and Reagan. We get insights into their past, which is
driving their current behavior. When they give in to their desires,
things really heat up.” 
Night Owl Reviews 4 /12 stars top pick

“I loved Reagan from the
start...she constantly looked for a challenge to do to make herself
better no matter how small or big and Gabe is certainly a
challenge. The intensity of their feelings throughout their
building relationship was a wonderful read...The two make a
wonderful couple, each understanding and giving the other just what
they need. This book was not only a hot read but also a beautiful
story about friendship and romance.” 
Whipped Cream Erotic Romance
Reviews

“Sweetly romantic and
erotically thrilling, Power Shift is a fantastic love story about
second chances in life and love. Gabe has scars hidden way down
deep that have forged walls around his emotions. He doesn’t feel
worthy of love or even deep friendship, but Reagan is determined to
prove that he is. Ms. Jamieson has written a great story with sexy,
charismatic characters, an interesting plot and a vividly described
setting. A very sexy and entertaining read!” 
You Gotta Read







PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF
KELLY JAMIESON

 


 


“Kelly Jamieson delivers a blazing passionate read that tugs
at the heartstrings!” Carly Phillips, New York Times Bestselling Author

 


“seductive and bewitching from the very start … Softly
romantic and wickedly provocative” RT Book Reviews on Rule of Three

 


“Kelly Jamieson now has a permanent place on my keeper shelf
and I can’t wait to see what she writes next.” Joyfully Reviewed

 


“Ms. Jamieson once again
gives the reader a richly detailed story that is brimming over with
sexual tension, intoxicating desires and intriguing carnal needs
that is edgy and psychologically intense…” The Romance Studio

 


“…I love Kelly Jamieson’s
books and the way that she depicts her characters…”
Sizzling Hot Book Reviews

 


 


 


 


 



 Chapter One

 


 


Gabe Pejovic stood at the bar at Le
Château and surveyed the erotic lounge. Couples, threesomes, even a
foursome sat on couches and chairs, some talking, one couple
kissing, the threesome over in the dim corner engaged in some heavy
petting. Gabe lifted one eyebrow and one corner of his mouth
simultaneously and let out a breath, then drank some of his Coke.
None of the scenes affected him. Nobody here appealed to him. Fuck.
He might as well be dead for all the feeling he had.

It had been like this for months. He’d
come in, find someone to play with, go through the scene
mechanically. Sure, the subs all got what they wanted. But it left
him feeling empty, hollow and cold.

He wasn’t sure why he came any more.
Tonight he didn’t even want to do anything. But he had nothing much
else in his life, sad to say. When he wasn’t at the office or a job
site working, he was at home in his huge, empty house. Empty, other
than his dog.

What had happened to his life? Him,
the master Dom of Le Château, the one people came to for advice and
mentoring. He used to get so much satisfaction from that. Until
he’d made the mistake of falling in love with a play
partner.

He sighed again and looked around. The
music of Depeche Mode pulsed around him. Subtle red and gold
lighting created a sexy, intimate atmosphere. The threesome who’d
been making out rose to leave. Likely heading to a private
room.

He used to have friends. A social
life. How had that slipped away from him? Yeah, his business took
up a lot of his time. But shit, even that was going down the
toilet.

Maybe a slight
exaggeration. But they had
been having business problems lately,
dammit.

He liked control, no doubt about that,
but lately it felt like so many things were out of his
control.

“You look bored out of
your mind.”

Gabe turned to see Joe Scaletta,
another club member. “It shows, huh?”

Joe grinned. “Oh yeah.”

“What’re you gonna do
about it? Offer me a threesome with your lovely
fiancée?”

“Not a chance, buddy.” Joe
grinned.

“What are you doing here?”
Joe hadn’t been around much lately.

Joe’s smile turned carnal. “Tara
wanted to play here tonight.”

“Ah. Where is
she?”

“Red room. I said I’d get
us drinks.”

Joe ordered from the bartender, then
turned back to Gabe while he waited. “So what’s the problem? Why so
bored looking?”

Gabe was used to being the one who
helped others. He wasn’t used to being the one with the problem. So
he just shrugged.

Joe ran his tongue over his teeth
beneath closed lips, looking thoughtful. “You know, if it’s not
doing anything for you, maybe you need to take a break from
here.”

Gabe frowned slightly and looked at
the other man, probably ten years younger than him. Although Joe
had moved to Santa Barbara not that long ago, Gabe knew he came
with a wealth of experience from…where was it? San
Francisco?

“You don’t do anyone any
favors if you’re bored and jaded,” Joe continued. “You can’t look
after someone else until you look after yourself.”

“I know that.”

Joe nodded. “Yeah. I know you do.
Sometimes you just need a reminder, though.”

Gabe shrugged, knowing Joe had a
point. He just didn’t know what else he’d do if he weren’t there.
Not that he was going to admit that out loud.

“You’ve got a good
reputation here,” Joe continued, accepting the drinks from the
bartender with a smile and a thank you. “Don’t wreck it by letting
stuff mess with your head. Is it a woman?”

Gabe sighed and looked down at the
bar. “Yeah. Sort of.”

Joe rested a hand on his shoulder in a
brief gesture of sympathy. “It sucks. I know.”

“She’s happy.”

Joe nodded and picked up the drinks.
“You’re a good guy, Gabe. But take my advice. Get outta here and
get your shit together before you mess someone else up.”

Gabe watched the other man cross the
room, tall, muscular, dark haired. Female and male heads turned to
watch him. Joe’d never been a big part of the scene there at Le
Château, having met Tara Lockhart and become exclusive pretty damn
quick, but he seemed like a straight up guy. Gabe respected
that.

“Hi. Need another
drink?”

Gabe looked up at the man who’d paused
beside him at the bar. He didn’t immediately respond as he studied
the man, taking in his short spiky blond hair, open smile and
muscled chest and arms bare beneath an open vest. As he met dark
brown eyes, the guy held the eye contact briefly, then dropped his
gaze.

“Sure.” Gabe pushed his
empty glass across the counter.

“You look totally
bored.”

Gabe swallowed a sigh. Christ, he was
a sad case.

“Hey, I’m
Julian.”

“Gabe. And yeah—I
am totally
bored.”

“That’s too bad. This
place rocks.”

“You must be new
here.”

Julian grinned, then turned to the
bartender who’d appeared. “I’ll have a lemon ginger iced tea. And
he’ll have…” Julian lifted an eyebrow at Gabe.

“Coke. Lots of
ice.”

The bartender moved away and Julian
looked back at Gabe. “Yeah. Brand spanking new. Pun
intended.”

Gabe almost smiled. “You like
spanking? Or you like to be spanked?”

Julian did smile. “I like
both.”

Gabe nodded. The guy was coming on to
him. How about that.

“I also like to suck
cock.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Julian’s gaze
dropped to the fly of Gabe’s jeans. Gabe hadn’t even bothered with
fetish wear, but he was such a long time club member they’d let him
get away with it. His cock twitched at the other man’s perusal.
Jesus! Nothing appealed to him tonight and yet he was reacting to
some new sub’s unsubtle come-on. “And I’m told I’m pretty good at
it.”

Julian shifted closer beside Gabe at
the bar, nudging Gabe’s groin with his hip. Gabe studied him again,
now able to see the golden stubble dusting his square jaw, able to
smell the guy’s aftershave, a light citrusy scent.

The bartender served their
drinks.

“Wanna go sit down
somewhere?” Julian asked.

Gabe almost said no, then shrugged.
“Sure.” He led the way to the couch in the corner where the
threesome had sat earlier.

“How long have you been
coming here?” Julian asked.

“Forever,” Gabe said
dryly.

Julian gave him a look that told Gabe
the guy might be new there but he wasn’t innocent.

What was he doing? He should’ve told
Julian to get lost. He wasn’t into guys, never had been. He was
leading him on because he was bored and the guy was submissive, and
that wasn’t fair. He opened his mouth to say so, when Julian’s hand
landed on his thigh. Gabe blinked.

“You’re not that old,”
Julian said, in a low husky voice. “But I’m guessing you have a lot
of experience.”

Gabe didn’t move, didn’t even blink.
Julian’s hand slid higher, then rubbed over his cock.

Their eyes met and held, and then once
again Julian lowered his gaze. Gabe felt a rush of blood to his
groin. He wasn’t hard—but he wasn’t soft either. Julian’s
submissive manner pulled at something inside him. Maybe all he
needed was something…different.

“Let me.” Julian slid to
the floor. “Let me suck you.” He turned to set his drink on the
small table nearby then laid his hands on Gabe’s knees. Gabe
watched him, almost feeling like he was watching a movie, like he
wasn’t really involved. But he didn’t stop him.

Julian’s hands slid up his thighs,
slowly, and Gabe leaned back into the couch cushions.

But when he closed his eyes, an image
flashed into his mind—another man, on his knees before him, tears
running down his face. Gabe’s heart lurched into a wild rhythm and
his hands curled into fists. He opened his eyes to focus on Julian,
on the here and now.

His heart beat so hard he couldn’t
breathe and sweat popped out on his forehead. He watched Julian
unzip his fly as if from a distance, not feeling anything, a
buzzing in his ears.

More images flashed into his mind.
Leering faces and ugly laughter. Guns. Pressure.

He swallowed hard, feeling his
heartbeat in his throat, the buzzing in his ears becoming a roar,
nausea rolling in his gut as Julian reached into his jeans and
found his cock. Julian’s face blurred into another face, another
man’s mouth on him. Gabe’s muscles jumped and twitched as he was
sucked into in a storm of pounding violence and fear.

With a harsh cry he jumped to his
feet, pushing the man away. He barely saw Julian through the dark
tunnel his vision had become, fumbled at his jeans with shaky
fingers, shaking his head.

“Hey…” Julian sat back.
“What…”

But Gabe didn’t stop to listen to him
or to talk to him, to offer any words of explanation or apology,
and in a rush of adrenaline and frantic terror he fled the
club.

 


*****

 


Gabe strode into his office a few days
later, irritable and edgy from a lack of sleep for the last three
nights. He stopped at his assistant’s desk outside his
office.

“Morning, Gabe.” Tracy
smiled at him. “How are you?”

“Crappy.”

“Oh.” She blinked at him.
“Um…want some coffee?”

“Yeah. Please.”

He took the mail she handed him and
walked into his office. He tossed it on his desk, dropped the case
with his laptop to the floor, and threw himself into the big black
leather chair. He booted up his computer, then flipped through the
mail with a disinterested glance.

Tracy appeared with a cup of coffee.
This week her hair was pale blonde and hot pink. Her hot pink eye
shadow and lip gloss matched her hair. Luckily she was smart and
efficient so he put up with her…creative expressions of her
personality.

“Thanks.” Christ he needed
caffeine. He’d barely slept an hour last night, twisting the sheets
into knots with his tossing and turning, soaking them with his
flashes of searing heat followed by chills. He’d wondered if maybe
he had some kind of wicked flu virus. But no, he felt fine. Tired.
And grouchy. Really grouchy.

“Your first meeting is out
of the office,” Tracy reminded him. “At nine-thirty.” She glanced
pointedly at her watch.

Hell, it was nine already. He was
usually in the office closer to seven to get some things done
before heading out to a job site. “Who’s this with?” He reached for
the mouse to check his calendar.

“Pacific Design. An
architectural firm.”

He frowned and rubbed his forehead
with his fingertips. “Why can’t they come here? I don’t have time
for running all over the place.”

Tracy’s smile tightened. “I don’t
know, Gabe. You’re the one who set the meeting up.”

“Must have been weeks ago.
I don’t even remember what it’s about.”

Tracy’s smile disappeared altogether
and a small crease appeared between her eyebrows. “Are you feeling
okay?”

He sighed. “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. I’ll
leave in a few minutes. Where’s their office?”

“Canon Perdido Street.
Just off State.”

“Oh yeah.” He guzzled some
of the coffee, hot and black, just how he liked it. “What happened
with that problem at the medical complex yesterday? Did Gunther
deal with it?”

“Yes. It was a plumbing
problem. He met with the subcontractor yesterday.”

Gabe nodded, knowing he’d still check
in with Gunther, one of his project managers, to make sure all was
settled. Lately it seemed like they had nothing but problems. The
biggest problem being the lack of business.

He sighed. Supposedly the recession
was over, but it was going to take a while to rebuild from it.
Construction starts in the Santa Barbara and surrounding area had
declined significantly. They’d been taking on smaller jobs, reno
projects, tried to find ways to work lean, but things had been
tough. He’d fought long and hard not to have to lay off staff―some
of those guys had been with him since he’d started Pejovic
Construction years ago―but the board was still making noise about
cuts if things didn’t look better in the next month.

He checked his calendar where he’d
made some brief notes about the meeting he was about to attend.
Pacific Design. Looking for a general contractor to build a new
commercial office and warehouse space in the valley. Well, he
couldn’t afford to turn down work, so he’d go to this meeting and
see what was up. But the fact that an architect was involved was
already a turn-off to him. And why did they need to meet? Why not
just put out their tender for bids?

He downed more of his coffee, grabbed
his laptop again and headed out.

The offices of Pejovic Construction
were located in a modern new complex he’d built himself five years
earlier, just off Upper State Street. Which meant he had to drive
downtown to his meeting. He climbed into his beat-up Jeep in the
bright morning sun, the air fresh and cool. The mountains were
outlined crisply against the clear blue sky, another perfect Santa
Barbara summer morning.

You’d think it would be hard to be so
bleak in the midst of paradise, and yet—he was. Dammit. Maybe he
should see a doctor and get some drugs or something. He was still a
little freaked out about what had happened the other night at the
club. That had never happened in what…twenty years? But he had to
put that out of his mind, way out, and focus on
business.

He parked in a small lot just off
State Street and walked to the offices of Pacific Design, in a
restored older building. He had to admit whoever’d renovated the
adobe building had done a good job of retaining the old character
and charm, with its arched windows, red clay tile roof and creamy
stucco. He stepped into a cool tiled foyer, an interesting
combination of modern with old-world Spanish charm. The
receptionist greeted him with a smile that held warm feminine
interest.

“Gabe Pejovic,” he said.
“I have an appointment with Reagan Somerville.”

“I’ll let her know you’re
here.”

He didn’t sit, feeling restless and
still on edge, so he wandered the small reception area and looked
at the art on the walls by local artists.

Reagan Somerville didn’t keep him
waiting. “Mr. Pejovic.” He turned at hearing his name to see a
woman standing there, having appeared around the corner of a
divider that separated the office area from the entrance. She
smiled at him and extended a hand. “I’m Reagan
Somerville.”

He moved toward her, shifting his
laptop to his left hand so he could take the hand she held out. For
a moment, just a flash of a moment, she made him think of Tori.
Which was weird because she didn’t look anything like Tori. This
woman was tall and slender, where Tori was petite. Reagan
Somerville’s hair, although blonde like Tori’s, was darker, with
shades of caramel and honey. This woman’s eyes were golden brown
where Tori’s were blue. It must have been her confident
professional manner that reminded him of Tori. She wore a
cream-colored suit with a narrow skirt and ruffled neckline, no
blouse beneath it, just a double string of pearls. Her hand was
warm and fine-boned in his, her grip firm.

“Pleased to meet you,” she
said, all cool and businesslike, with no hint of that feminine
interest the receptionist had displayed. “Please come
in.”

She led the way down a hall, their
footsteps muted on the grey Berber carpet, past a series of offices
and into a meeting room. A couple already sat at the table and Gabe
had to blink when he saw Joe Scaletta and his fiancée Tara Lockhart
sitting at the long table in the center of the room.

Joe rose with a smile and extended his
hand. “Gabe. Good to see you.”

They both knew the etiquette of the
club and weren’t about to mention that they’d just seen each other
a few nights ago.

Gabe shook his hand, turned to Tara
with a smile. “Hi, Tara. How are you?”

“I’m great,
thanks.”

Gabe turned to Reagan Somerville with
a lifted eyebrow. She too smiled at him and indicated he should
have a seat. She obviously knew he was already acquainted with this
couple, but he’d bet big bucks she didn’t know how. She’d be
shocked out of her prim little cream-colored suit if she knew. The
thought amused him.

But he was also curious about what was
going on. “Are you the clients?” He looked at Joe and Tara as he
set his laptop on the table, unsure if he was going to need it or
not.

“Yes.” Tara spoke up.
“We’re expanding our business, Santa Ynez Olives, and we need new
office and warehouse space.”

“Ah.”

“They’ve approached me
about being the architect on the project,” Reagan Somerville also
took a seat at the table, directly across from Gabe. She held his
gaze. “When we were discussing possible contractors for the job,
they were pretty adamant that they wanted to work with
you.”

“Are you taking bids on
the job?”

“No. I prefer to do a
design-build collaboration.”

He studied her across the table. “We
usually do our own design-build work.”

She held his gaze. The tiniest flicker
in her eyes caught his interest. But the flicker was barely there.
“You’re not interested in collaboration?”

He narrowed his eyes fractionally. “Of
course I am.” Impatience edged his voice. He leaned forward a
little. “But I have a lot of experience in this business and my
experience working with architects is that they’re too focused on
the design and not enough on the practical aspects of
construction.”

He watched her face, the barely
perceptible tightening of her features, another flicker in her
eyes. She glanced at Joe and Tara and smiled at them. “We talked a
little about the traditional approach, which is that I would design
your project, we’d get bids from various contractors and go with
the one we choose. But I think it’s better to separate those
functions and allow you to have independent contracts with both me
and with the general contractor. That way I act as your eyes on the
contractor and monitor performance and contracts.”

She looked at Gabe again and the smile
she flashed him was sharp. “Perhaps that’s where you’ve had your
experience working with architects.”

He found himself momentarily without
words, watching her take control of the meeting and skewer his
objections.

“Also in the traditional
design-bid-build way, there’s increased risk for me as the
architect,” she continued, her voice softly modulated and
compelling. “The contractor could cut me out if all they needed an
architect for was to get a permit. Also I’ve experienced
contractors who’ve held the architect responsible for increased
costs when it may not necessarily be so.”

“You’re saying it’s a
collaboration.” Gabe kept his voice also soft, his eyes fastened on
her face. “But if you’re the client’s eyes on the work, then
really, you’re the one in control.”

She lifted her small chin. “It’s a
collaboration. I realize we don’t know each other and you’ve never
worked with me, but that’s my preference for how to work together.
It’s better for the client in the long run.”

An adrenaline rush heated
his veins at this little battle. She was making him look like he
didn’t give a shit about the client, taking control away from him,
and nobody did
that. He turned to Joe and Tara and saw them exchanging a look of
concern, their foreheads both furrowed.

Hell. He was blowing this. This wasn’t
about a power struggle between him and this sexy, controlling
architect. This should be about the clients.

“You mentioned risks for
you as the architect.” He turned his attention back to Reagan. “But
if you’re leading the project, then there are still risks. You have
to be bonded. You’re responsible for means, methods, and jobsite
safety.”

“I’m aware of that,” she
replied coolly. “That’s what we have insurance for.” She again
turned to Tara and Joe. “Sorry, guys, don’t mean to leave you out
of this discussion.”

“That’s okay,” Tara
murmured.

“It could be seen as a
conflict of interest for a designer to determine the budget,” Gabe
persisted. Then he wanted to roll his eyes at himself. Why was he
arguing about this with this woman? He was making himself sound
like a dickhead.

“I’m not a designer, I’m
an architect,” she said, her voice smooth. “Although I do have the
highest respect for interior designers and work closely with them
on projects. As for your concern about a conflict of interest, in
collaborative projects, instead of checks-and-balances there can be
mutual incentives. My experience has been that there are less
change orders and we stay within budget much better when we work
together from the start.”

He sat there, feeling hot and annoyed.
Who the hell was this woman?

Reagan looked back to Joe and Tara.
“Sometimes when builders run into situations that aren’t explained
in the drawings, they wait for the architect’s office to resolve
the issue or they try to find solution themselves, even if their
fix doesn’t mesh with the architect’s original design. In either
case, the client is saddled with change orders, delays or a
compromised design. And when things go wrong, as they often will,
architects and general contractors often blame each
other.”

“It does sound like the
best way,” Tara said.

Joe frowned. “I guess so,” he said,
clearly not as convinced. “We want your company to work on this,
Gabe. But if this isn’t the way you’re used to working…”

Fuck. He couldn’t afford to turn down
a job. He had no idea how big this was, but he was aware of Santa
Ynez Olives and the fact that they were growing rapidly. “It’s
not.” He smiled. “But I’m flexible.”

Okay, so nobody had ever actually
described him that way. Whatever. “Tell me more about the project,”
he said to whoever wanted to answer, but not looking at
Reagan.

They talked for a while about what Joe
and Tara were looking for. He watched the young couple, the way
they finished each other’s sentences, the way Tara had a clear
vision for what she wanted, while Joe kept her on track with
practical realities. Seeing them together like this, in a business
setting as opposed to at the club, gave him a funny ache in his
chest. They were good together. Whatever you wanted to call their
relationship―it wasn’t about one being in charge or one being
subordinate, it was about being equal partners, trusting each
other.

He gave his head a shake, momentarily
distracted from the business conversation, which was very unlike
him. He had no idea why he was so moved by seeing a happy couple
together. He’d long ago given up on that idea for himself and still
kicked himself over having let himself come to care so much for a
play partner. Who’d fallen in love with someone else.

“I get the impression Mr.
Pejovic isn’t thrilled by this project.” The softly spoken words
filtered through his distraction to his brain and his attention
snapped back to the room. He jerked his head around to look at
Reagan Somerville, who sat there calmly, a pen held loosely between
her fingers, gazing quizzically at him.


 Chapter Two

 


 


Reagan watched the man sitting across
from her, trying to control her drumming heart beat and her jumping
nerves. She hadn’t been prepared for this.

Well, she’d been prepared for the
meeting. She was always prepared for business. That was never a
doubt. She just hadn’t been prepared for him.

He sat there, well…smoldering. He gave
off waves of intensity—waves of testosterone and dark brooding
strength. His presence filled the room, even more so than Joe’s,
who was a pretty spectacular hunk of masculinity. Between the two
of them they definitely dominated the space, but Gabe even more
so.

When he ran hand over his short dark
hair, or rubbed a hand over his darkly stubbled chin, it made her
want to touch him too. When he spoke in that faintly accented, dark
and delicious voice, it made her all fluttery inside. When his
mesmerizing cobalt blue eyes fastened on her, it made her clench
down low inside and want to drop her eyes. All this friction
between them was generating a lot of heat, which was completely
inappropriate and totally unwelcome. Good lord, what was wrong with
her?

She prided herself on anticipating
people’s reactions and having a plan to deal with them, and yet
she’d never anticipated that he would object to the design-build
job she was proposing. And she’d never anticipated her reaction to
him being so powerfully…sexual.

She tried to keep her voice from
rising, tried to be businesslike and objective, suddenly impatient
with his arguments and reluctance. “Should we just put this out to
tender? Or find another contractor?”

He met her gaze and she didn’t back
down, lifted her chin and held his gaze.

“No,” Tara
said.

Shit. She’d been so provoked by Gabe
Pejovic she’d forgotten about her clients and their best
interests.

“No,” Tara said again,
glancing at Joe. Reagan could see the doubt on his face and sighed
inwardly. “That’s not what we want to do. We want both of you to
work on this project. We know both of you and we trust
you.”

Joe shot her an annoyed glance.
“Tara…”

“That’s not always good
business,” Gabe pointed out, and Reagan found herself having to
agree with him. And that was probably what Joe was worried about
too.

Joe’s gaze was steady and firm. “We
know what we want. We aren’t stupid—we’re business people, too. We
want to be involved in the process. Yes there are things we don’t
know about—air-conditioning, heating and ventilating systems,
electrical systems, plumbing systems, government permits…but we’re
smart enough to know if you guys are ripping us off.”

Reagan laughed. “Thanks for trusting
us not to do that.”

She caught Gabe’s startled glance at
her. What? Because she’d laughed? Yeah, he seemed pretty
stick-up-the-ass serious, but geez, there was room for a little
humor in the business world.

She wanted this job. Even
though Joe and Tara said they wanted her, it wasn’t signed and
sealed yet. They could go to anyone. And she was still relatively
new here at Pacific Design, still trying to rebuild her
portfolio—rebuild her life, really—and she needed this
job. Her boss had been so impressed when she’d told him about it,
and she wanted to deliver.

She drew in a long slow breath and let
it out, trying to release some of the tension that had accumulated
in her muscles, tightening them. “Okay,” she said slowly. “Mr.
Pejovic, are you or are you not interested in doing
business?”

Their eyes met across the table. She
wasn’t backing down. She was serious. If he was going to be an
asshole, she didn’t want to work with him. But fear clutched icy
fingers around her insides at the thought that if Gabe didn’t want
to play ball, Joe Scaletta and his beautiful fiancée might take
their business elsewhere. She stiffened her spine.

And then his gaze captured hers and
held it, and she saw the look in his eyes— dark hints of agony and
suffering hidden deep inside—and she felt herself softening,
melting, pulled toward him.

“I’m interested,” he said
quietly.

She quickly gathered up thoughts that
had momentarily scattered, feeling suddenly very warm. She nodded
briskly. “Good.”

“I don’t know if this is
going to work.” Joe looked back and forth between them. “I sense
you both have different ways of working.” He paused, and she could
read his thoughts. He thought they were both too stubborn to get
along. “How about we give you a couple of weeks to come up with the
design concept and see how that goes?”

She looked at Gabe and raised her
eyebrows. “Does that work for you?”

He gave a brief nod. “Yeah. That works
for me.”

“Good. We have a lot of
work to do.”

Their eyes met in a collision of heat
and sparks and she stared at him momentarily. Then she gathered her
wits and said, “You’ve heard about Tara and Joe’s
requirements.”

“A tasting room. For olive
oil.” He arched one thick eyebrow.

Tara and Joe both grinned. “That’s
right,” Tara said. “Don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it. They do it
for wines, why not olive oil?”

He smiled faintly and lifted one big
shoulder. “Why not?”

“That’s the main reason we
want an architect involved,” Joe said. “This isn’t just office and
warehouse space. We need a small retail space and a place for
tasting, so it has to be aesthetically pleasing.”

“Ambience.” Tara spoke up,
her pretty amber eyes gleaming. “We want ambience. A Mediterranean
feel. Like Tuscany or Provence, but also very clearly
Californian.”

Gabe’s smile deepened ever so slightly
and Reagan watched his face soften. Damn, he was gorgeous. Her
heart beat a little faster.

“I see,” he said. “Well,
of course ambience would be completely out of my comfort
zone.”

The corners of her eyes tightened as
she continued to study him. He seemed to be making a joke at his
own expense. Really? Huh.

“So the location is
somewhat fixed,” Reagan said. “They want to build on their ranch
property of course, but we have a couple of options
there.”

They talked more about location, about
conducting feasibility and environmental impact studies and
preparing the cost analysis. Then Reagan glanced at her watch. “I’m
afraid I have another meeting to get to.” She looked up at Gabe and
met his eyes. Heat flashed through her and she fought to keep her
voice even. “I’ll call you to set up a series of meetings. What is
your schedule like over the next few weeks? Will we be able to get
started on this quickly?”

“My schedule is pretty
full.” He pushed his business card across the table to her, handed
ones to Tara and Joe as well. ”We have a couple of large projects
on the go right now. But if you call my assistant, Tracy, she’ll
find time in my calendar for us to meet.”

“I’ll do that.”

Reagan escorted them all to the
reception area, where they all shook hands again before Tara, Joe
and Gabe left. When she shook Gabe’s hand, though, they stood there
for what felt like a long moment, assessing each other. And
although she tried not to, the intensity in his eyes made her drop
her gaze. She released his hand and stepped back, forced a brightly
professional smile and said, “I’m looking forward to working with
you.”

When all three had left, she returned
to her office and sank into her chair. She pressed a hand to her
forehead. Well. That had been an interesting meeting.

She’d heard of Pejovic
Construction—who hadn’t in the industry? They were a major player
in the field. Gabe Pejovic had built his business into a large,
hugely successful company that had an excellent reputation for
quality work. But she hadn’t met Gabe Pejovic in the time she’d
been living in Santa Barbara. She’d thought she would enjoy working
with him; it would certainly be an achievement to add to her
growing portfolio of projects. But now, she wasn’t so sure. She’d
seen the look on his face when Tara had talked about her vision for
her tasting room. Clearly he pictured a square box with a metal
roof. Ambience. Yeah, right. And if he had some kind of bias
against architects and preferred to work old-school ways where he
was the one in charge, if he was going to argue with her over
everything and try to control the entire project, this wasn’t going
to be so easy.

She swiveled her chair to face her
computer and swallowed. Not only that, if she was going to go
all…what? How did she feel?

She tried to analyze the
sensations he’d raised in her, the way he spoke, the way he looked
at her, god, just the way he looked. She sensed something beneath
the surface—the surface being quite attractive. More than
attractive. He was a stunningly gorgeous man, a mature man with
hints of silver in his short dark hair, attractive lines around his
eyes and mouth and intense blue eyes. Big and muscular, a vigorous
male animal, he was clearly strong and fit beneath the expensive
dress shirt he’d worn so casually, sleeves rolled up on his tanned
forearms.

Beneath that imposing surface, though,
was something more. Something…disturbing. Once again, she tried to
analyze how he’d made her feel. Nervous. Maybe a little
intimidated. Excited. Intrigued. She sensed more to his opposition
to her way of doing business than just…well, opposition to her way
of doing business. She sensed a man in pain.

Maybe he wasn’t always like that.
Maybe he’d had a late night. Maybe he drank too much and was hung
over. Maybe his wife was a bitch and made his life
miserable.

This was going to be okay. It had to
be okay. They’d work together on this project and it would all be
good. Yeah right. She’d wanted the job, but what had she gotten
herself into?

Coffee would be good. She rose and
walked down the hall to the small coffee room, but stopped on
seeing the empty coffeepot. Damn. Why did it seem like every time
she walked in there, the pot was empty?

She threw out the used grounds, rinsed
the filter and the pot and started scooping coffee from the
container. When she’d gotten the coffeemaker started, she wrinkled
her nose at the dishes in the sink, used coffee cups and spoons.
She’d just done the dishes yesterday. There was no way she was
doing them again, mostly because she hadn’t even used any. She had
a mug she kept in her office and a couple of forks and spoons for
when she ate at her desk, which was often, actually. But looking at
the mess, it was hard for her not to clean up.

She leaned against the counter, alone
in the coffee room, and picked up a newspaper lying there. She was
scanning the front page when Ross Hartman, one of the more senior
architects, walked in.

“Hi Sunshine,” he greeted
her.

She looked up at him and gave a polite
smile. “Hi Ross.”

“What, no coffee
ready?”

“I’m just making
some.”

“Attagirl.” He folded his
arms across his chest and he too leaned against the counter. “Is
that a new outfit?”

She glanced up from her newspaper to
see him looking her up and down, his gaze lingering in the opening
of the suit jacket. “No.”

“It’s nice. Very sexy
little suit.”

“Er…thanks.” She tried for
a cool tone.

“What’s in the
news?”

She looked up again with a tight
smile. “Not much. Do you want to read this?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

She grabbed her mug and poured a cup
of the coffee that was now thankfully ready, and was about to walk
out when Ross said, “Hell. There are no clean cups.”

She paused.

He looked at her expectantly. “Thought
you would have cleaned up in here.”

She frowned at him. “I did it
yesterday.”

“Sunshine…would you mind
washing me up a cup?” He smiled in what he obviously thought was a
persuasive way, and she ground her teeth again.

“I would mind,” she said
pleasantly. “Sorry, I’m really busy.”

And she walked out.

Damn. She worked in an office of
mostly males. Okay, all males. Besides their administrative support
she was the only woman architect at Pacific Design. And she hated
it when they seemed to think she was there to look after
them.

Sometimes she just did it, so as not
to make waves, or to jeopardize this job she needed so badly. And
sometimes she didn’t mind. She thought it was fair that everyone
took a turn at making the coffee or cleaning up the kitchen. But
many times she had to grit her teeth and swallow her annoyance
because it didn’t seem like the guys were doing their
share.

Back in her office she took a moment
to sip the steaming cup of coffee and take a few deep breaths
before reaching for the phone to call Gabe’s assistant and set up
their meetings.

“Reagan.”

She turned to see her boss standing in
her office door. “Hi Mike.”

“How’d the meeting go?”
His posture looked relaxed, leaning against the door jamb, hands in
his pants pockets, but she sensed his alertness. Designing this new
project was a big job and no doubt important to the
company.

“It went well,” she said
with a confident smile. “It’s interesting―something
different.”

He nodded. “Good. So it’s a done
deal?”

“Well, no.” She hesitated,
tried to maintain the air of confident competence. “They’ve given
us two weeks―us and the contractor―to come up with a proposal and
preliminary budget. I was just about to set up meetings with Gabe
Pejovic so we can get started.”

“Gabe Pejovic. What did
you think of him?”

There was a loaded question. “He’s
pretty controlling.” She kept her smile in place. “But I think I
handled him.”

“Good.” He studied her.
“Let me know if you need any help. This is a big project for
someone with your level of experience.”
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