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For Ted, always.

Because he’s rock solid!
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Chapter 1

[image: ]




His cell phone range and vibrated, burning a hole through his dream. Shit, it was a good one, too, all heat and womanly body parts. Jake MacKay slid his cell phone out from under his pillow and checked it.

Anyone who called at four a.m. had to have an emergency. Dad. Dread clenched his gut. “Wazza matter?”

“Jake MacKay?” A woman’s voice ghosted through the line, husky and feminine. Not his father. He sucked in a relieved breath, while his mind went muzzy.

“I’m sorry, did I wake you?” Her voice, honey velvet and hollow, stroked through his chest and down to his cock, curling around his shaft with a heat he strained toward. His body woke while his mind headed back toward sleep.

Half dreaming, half wakeful, he stretched out on his back to let the voice play him.

Rock hard, he closed his eyes. Pulled up the pictures from the dream he’d been having. The kind of dream that made his balls ache. Images and sensations flashed back to life as the voice stroked and pumped his shaft.

He knew the voice, had heard it all night long as the dreams had come in waves, rushing and receding. Crashing into him and carrying him along on crests of release.

“Who is this?” He tried to pull his mind to wakefulness, but the dark of predawn stayed with him. The woman’s voice soothed in his ear, but the words didn’t make sense. Insistent energy gathered in his sac, rolled up to his belly, hovered, then dropped to his cock again.

The phone slipped from his hand, forgotten, while the voice murmured inside his head.

A whole night of dreams. He was seeing more action than he’d had in months. Make that years.

“I need your help,” the woman said smoothly, clearly. “My house needs your expert care.”

“House?” He bit back a moan as his cock flexed once. Twice. He pulled his control back into place, tried to rouse, but his brain was addled, and his cock was in charge. “Where are you calling from?”

“I’m in Fremont. It’s part of Seattle these days.”

“How did you get my name? I’m in Florida.” Every word pulled against the tide of dreams.

“You were recommended, Jake.” The way she said his name spiked his arousal, tweaked it, played it. So hot. The voice was heated honey, ravishing with sensuality. “Word is you have the touch. And I need a man with just the right touch.” The word touch sent a shiver through to his spine. “And only the best will do. And you’re the best, Jake, the very best.”

Her heat around his shaft tightened, squeezed, released, pumped. He moaned with more flexes. Could a man dream this kind of sensation? It felt like a blow job without a mouth to go with it.

Reining himself in, fighting for control against the mind-numbing need she created, he ground out, “I don’t travel for work. Call someone closer to you.”

“No one here has the touch. Not the way you do, Jake,” she purred in a voice that conjured more stimulation. He groaned. “It’s you I need.” Pump, pump. Slide up, slide down.

Intense. A kaleidoscope of color rolled behind his eyes. He groaned and finally allowed a heated, outrageous release.

With the last of his spasms came a clearer head, but he still couldn’t rouse himself to full wakefulness. He tried, but something blanketed his thoughts, made them heavy and slow. “I can’t leave the jobs I already have. I’m not the kind of man to leave clients in the lurch.” I can’t leave my father. He wouldn’t leave his father. Not now. The old man wasn’t ready to be alone.

“I know,” she soothed, all warmth and understanding. He wasn’t sure if she agreed that he couldn’t leave his clients or if she meant that she knew he wouldn’t leave his father.

Either way, his mind eased, worry drifted away.

“You’re rock solid, Mr. MacKay. That’s one of the reasons I’m calling you.”

Even though he’d dropped the phone, he expected to say good luck and so long, but she went on. “I wish there was something more I could do to entice you.”

His cock filled again, insistent and throbbing.

“Your father will understand; he’ll want you to take this job.” He’ll take care of your clients and see the jobs through while you’re gone.

The thought wasn’t his. But it was certainly in his head. He struggled to get control of his mind, but she was still there. The voice in the predawn dark held him in thrall.

Entranced, all he could do was listen.

Something of the responsible man he was stirred in him. Rebelled and tried to rise. Jake never dumped his work on the old man. Especially not now. Jed MacKay needed his son at home, taking care of business. Jake never let anyone down.

“But your father always encouraged his sons to follow their hearts, did he not?” Her whisper came warm and cozy in his ear. The heat on his cock intensified.

“If you know my father, then you know he’s had a rough time. He needs me here more than I need a job in Seattle.” The sucking on his cock started again, and he thought he heard a sigh of satisfaction and arousal.

This time he even felt wet heat on his straining shaft. Wet heat and suction.

A tickle of air blew across his balls, and he shut his eyes, letting hot licks of desire settle in the small of his back. He arched into the seeking wet heat and fell back into the dream.

“You really need to come to Perdition, Mr. MacKay. And you will.”

For two more hours, Jake MacKay had the wildest dreams he’d ever had. Sex and seduction, push and pull, man to woman. He saw himself fall, grasping a woman he’d never seen before, his arms on fire as he held her, loved her. A burning touch seared every part of him connected to her. He broke into a sweat he barely acknowledged.

When he woke up at six a.m., he was freezing cold while his blood boiled with a need to follow the voice.

Straight to perdition.

By six-fifteen he was on the phone booking a flight to Seattle.

By seven, he was showered, dressed, and had the coffee on. He reached for a mug off the rack he kept beside the machine and caught the time. He made a rapid calculation of the time difference between Miami and Seattle.

Who the hell called for a carpenter’s estimate at one in the morning? No one he’d ever heard from. Until last night. Odd, though, he could barely remember what she sounded like. Although she had seemed acquainted with his father and, more importantly, how Jed MacKay had raised his sons.

He hit number one on his speed dial, and his father answered on the second ring.

“Got a call last night from Seattle. You know a woman named Grantham?” He thought that was the name she’d given him, but it was fuzzy now.

“No, got a first name?”

“I can’t recall. It’ll come to me later.”

“Grantham,” his father repeated. “No. Don’t know anyone by that name. Why?”

“She’s got a Victorian mansion in Seattle she wants me to take a look at. Calls it Perdition House.”

“That’s great, son. When you leaving?” No questions about why he’d go that far. No doubt that he’d want the job. That was Jed MacKay.

His father was so set on his sons’ happiness and success that he even refused to fault Jake’s brother, Jared, for his useless decision to drift aimlessly around the Caribbean on his charter boat, the SandJack. So now, it was nothing for Jed to encourage a cross-country trip just to do an estimate.

Jake frowned because this was exactly the way the woman had said the conversation would go.

“I’ve booked the first flight out. Remember, we’ve got the Jameson place to start today, the Mitchell’s renovation to finish, and three quotes to do this weekend alone.” He couldn’t offend Jed by asking if he was up to handling all of it, because in spite of everything his father had been through, he was one helluva contractor.

“I’ll take care of everything,” Jed assured him. “At least go look at it. Talk to the woman,” he said with a ring of impatience in his tone.

His father was so damn proud of Jake and his reputation that he’d do anything to promote more business. The impatience cut him, though. Jed had been chafing at Jake’s hovering presence lately, and his father’s next words proved it.

“Go.” A pause. “And Jake? Cut loose a bit while you’re there.”

The idea of cutting loose held more than a little sway. Maybe if he hadn’t been living like a monk for the past three years, he wouldn’t have succumbed to the woman’s voice and influence so easily.

Shoving aside guilt that was deep as a new foundation, he caved. “I’ll see you Tuesday at the latest. Hold down the fort.”

“No problem, son. Have a nice flight and a good time.”

His father hung up before Jake could protest.

Free.

He was free for the first time in three years.

He called the number for Perdition House he’d already memorized and spoke to a Faye Grantham to arrange a time for a meeting.

“Mr. MacKay? You’re calling about restoring Perdition House?” She seemed surprised to hear from him so quickly.

“Yes, we spoke earlier?” She didn’t sound anything like the voice he remembered.

“Earlier than this? No, I don’t think so.” Her tone was brisk, kind of pissed off, even. But then, it was still only four-thirty her time. “Oh, hold on, please.”

He heard her muffle the phone.

After a moment, she came back on the line. “You were talking with my aunt Belle; she’s a night owl.” He heard exasperation, and a lick of doubt crawled up his back.

“I’ve already booked my flight.” He wasn’t normally impulsive, but today was proving to be a day full of change.

“Of course you have, Mr. MacKay,” she said, sounding amused. The exasperation must’ve been for her aunt. “I’ll see you when you arrive. You don’t have to worry about a hotel. There’s plenty of room here. It might be helpful to get a feel for the place by sleeping in it.”

“Great.”

Next, he called Jared on the SandJack. “Hey, bro, I’ve got to be out of town for a few days. Can you fly in?”

“Where you off to?”

He explained about Perdition House and the way their father jumped in to cover for him. But he didn’t say a thing about the odd voice and the odder dreams.

“Does Dad need my help?” Jared asked. “I’ll be there if he does, but to tell you the truth, Jake, I’ve got a business started. I was planning on letting you know next time you and Dad decided to fly in.”

They managed to get together for some deep-sea fishing whenever business allowed. Jake and Jed flew in to hang out with Jared three or four times a year.

Finally! A business. No more drifting aimlessly. He’d been worried about Jared. Damned inconvenient to have a change of heart just when Jake needed him here, though. “What kind of business?”

“Honeymoon charters. Business has taken off. I’m booked solid.”

Jake blew out a breath. “Glad to hear it.” At least he hadn’t turned pirate, although he looked like one these days.

The line went silent for a long moment.

“It’s been three years, Jake.” Jared’s voice roughened. “I think it’s time we let him be alone.”

He bit back a retort. Bristling at Jared was always useless.

Their father may not fault Jared for drifting for three years, but Jake did. He didn’t know how Jared could be so irresponsible when their father needed them both. “If you won’t be here for him, at least check in.”

The voice from the night drifted through his mind, clouding his thoughts. Your brother needs this time alone and apart, just as much as you need to spend time with your father. Jared has the touch, too, and he’ll learn to accept it just as you will.

“Dad’ll be pissed, but I’ll check.” Jared chuckled. “And, Jake, see if you can get laid while you’re out there. You need to lighten up.”

* * *
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LEXA CREIGHTON SURVEYED her appointment schedule with satisfaction. This spring was way better than last. Business had picked up considerably since she’d designed the Proctors’ garden. Mrs. Proctor was giving her great word of mouth.

Still, as good as things were she was thrilled to get a call from Faye Grantham at Perdition House. The mansion’s grounds were the perfect setting for the heritage gardens she loved to create.

Working with heritage plants like hollyhock and American Pillar roses gave her a sense of continuity. What was once long gone was revived in the cottage gardens and formal Victorian designs she loved most. Thankfully, homeowners were beginning to agree with her.

She drove up to the mansion’s front gate for her initial appointment, climbed out of her pickup truck, and pushed at the wrought-iron gate. It swung inward silently and easily.

The driveway was lined with thirty-foot weeping cedars on each side. They hadn’t been pruned in years, and the boughs touched in the center of the narrow unpaved drive.

No way would she leave the boughs like this. They were overgrown to the point of hiding the rest of the property; she could work her ass off to produce an incredible garden, and no one would ever see it.

To Lexa’s mind, the point of landscape design was to highlight a house and add to curb appeal. No one would want their home hidden behind eighty-year-old hedges.

Luckily, she hadn’t yet been able to invest in a new truck, so it wouldn’t matter if she poked the nose of her old one through the boughs. New scratches would hardly be noticed on top of all the old ones.

She inched her way through the gates. In an optical illusion, the trees seemed to sway open to let the truck pass. She slammed to a halt. Blinked. No, the boughs were still there, covering the drive.

She rolled forward again. The illusion continued. She could swear the boughs separated just ahead of the truck hood, and then closed up again behind her.

Freaky weird.

As was a sudden stab of sexual arousal. It was so intense she shifted in her seat as heat crawled under her skin, down to her belly, up to her breasts, along her neck, behind her ears. Heat and want and need that she hadn’t felt in too long flowed through her veins, right out to her fingertips. Spicy and delicious, she closed her eyes to enjoy the deeply moving sensation. She flexed her fingers around the steering wheel, felt the firmness warm under her palms.

She blossomed with moisture. Her labia plumped, her clit rose, juices flowed down her channel.

Welcome to Perdition House. Maybe the family legend was true. Maybe the place really was haunted by salacious ghosts.

Maybe the very walls were imbued with sexual memory. The gardens too.

At this point she didn’t much care; the feelings were so intensely delicious, all she could do was ride them out. She rolled her head back on the headrest as her fingers skimmed her crotch. She hadn’t felt an urge like this in months. Maybe it was time to see to some neglected business.

Closing her eyes, she touched and teased. No one could see, as the boughs surrounded the truck front and back.

She couldn’t recall her last date. Sex? She remembered vowing to have it sometime this year. Yeah, oh, that was good. Her fingers rubbed harder, lining the seam of her denim shorts along her clit.

Her breathing picked up, becoming deep and shallow at the same time. She panted and rubbed with abandon. Her hips rolled toward her hand; legs splayed as she worked her pussy.

She moaned, needing more than her own hand, needing stronger fingers, a bristly chin...a man.

Oh, yes! A man—that was exactly what she needed. Breathing harder, deeper, she continued to reach for her pleasure.​​
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Chapter 2
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A sound crashed through her heaving breaths, and Lexa opened her eyes. Startled by more rustling and footfalls, she slid her hand away from her crotch to her thigh, where it warmed her flesh.

Her pussy wept and pulsed with the denial of her need. Her cheeks heated as she saw movement in her driver’s side mirror.

“Hello, need some help?” A man walked alongside her truck and looked in her open window. His gaze, mere inches from hers, was electric blue, like the hottest flame, and surprise filled his eyes.

“Ah, no.” Yes, do me, do me now. She licked her lips, fought back the urge to place her palms on his cheeks to drag his mouth in for a kiss. Tasting a mouth like his would be heaven. Thin, straight lips that twitched into a lopsided smile at her startled face drew her toward the stranger. “No, I don’t need any help. Why?”

She glanced down his body.

Hot.

Hard.

Built.

His blue eyes were killer, set against black eyelashes and thick curly hair.

Oh, man, the guy had delicious written all over him. Her mouth watered as she felt invisible fingers pluck and pull on her nipples, distending them. She crossed her arms, and then decided what the hell, let him look. Her vow to have sex this year rang through her mind. If this guy was involved, she’d get her wish today.

“Looks like your truck’s dead.” He set down an oak-colored, leather duffel bag and walked toward the truck hood.

She hadn’t been aware of turning off the engine, but obviously she had. She leaned out the window. “No, really, the truck’s fine. I was just thinking.”

“In the driveway?” A quizzical arch of his eyebrow made her think of pirates and booty and, oh, dear God, rapacious lust.

“Yes, it’s a good place to gather first impressions.” She was so turned on she could barely concentrate. She pulled her mind back to the conversation. “I’m here to discuss a project with the homeowner.”

She poked her head out the window to watch his ass as he bent over to grab the handles of his duffel bag.

The man was hot with a capital H in low-riding jeans, with a tight, hard butt. He had fabulous arms that looked strong and muscular.

He read the sign on the side of the truck. “Creighton Landscape and Design.” 

She needed new lettering. Needed a new truck, too, but all that would come with time—by the end of the summer, if business continued the way it had been going.

He turned to survey the green wall of cedars and scratched his head. “I can’t see a thing but green. That’s my first impression, but then I’m not a landscaper.”

And I can’t see a thing but you. “My point exactly. These cedars are overgrown. But I like them. And I’m a landscape designer,” she corrected.

He turned and the gleam in his eye said he knew exactly what she’d been up to, landscape designer or no. Ridiculous to think that a woman would stop on the way to an important meeting for a moment of self-pleasure. Where would he get such an idea?

But the tent in his jeans said he was in the same state of need that she was.

Interesting. Must be the ghosts of Perdition because it couldn’t be from first sight of her. She looked like shit this afternoon. No makeup, her hair was tied back with an elastic band she’d pulled off a stack of mail, and her shorts were cut-offs that were nearly worn through.

But she had good breasts, if she did say so herself. To make certain he noticed she stretched her arm along the back of the seat. Her high round breasts perked up and out when she gave a slight stretch.

And like every red-blooded male she’d ever known, he noticed.

“I’m Jake MacKay,” he said with a brisk step back to the truck window. He stuck his hand inside, offering it in greeting. His fingers extended toward her taut left nipple.

She clasped his hand, gave it a brisk shake. An arc of electrical charge snapped from where they touched and went up her arm and into her heart. She slammed back against the seat, and he jumped away from the truck.

“What the hell?” he said. He shook his hand several times, and then rubbed his arm from wrist to shoulder, finally smoothing his square palm across his chest over his heart.

“Wow! You felt it too?” Her heart thudded while her whole arm sparked. She flexed the fingers of her right hand. They felt okay now, but her arm still buzzed. “Wow!” she repeated. “I’ve never had that happen before, have you?”

He stared hard at her, like a drowning man reaching for a life preserver. “No, never.”

“I’m Lexa Creighton,” she managed to say with a nod toward her truck’s sign. “Are you staying at the house?”

Jake MacKay, electric man. Apparently close to stunned by the charge they’d sparked in each other. He was still staring at her as if she’d done something outrageous like cut out his heart.

Eventually, he pulled himself together and glanced down at his bag. “I’m here until Tuesday, giving an estimate on the interior of the mansion. I specialize in restoration.”

“Want a lift? I’m not sure how long this driveway is; could be quite a walk.” The odd buzz still ran under her skin, but at least it didn’t hurt anymore.

She watched him cross in front of the truck while she started the engine. He climbed in beside her, careful to put the duffel bag between them. She glanced at it and smiled. “Good idea. Whatever that spark was we don’t need another one.”

He snorted. “You can say that again. It snapped like a live wire.”

“Hot, though,” she said with a grin as she put the truck into gear.

“Very,” he agreed, but the glint in his eye was anything but agreeable.

Lexa and Jake got their first look at the mansion as she followed the circular drive to the veranda. She parked and they both leaned forward to peer out the windshield, straight up the front wall.

Three stories of Victorian splendor stared back down at them. “Faded glory,” she said.

“But great bones.”

She glanced at him and caught him looking back.

Heat sparked between them. She covered it by opening her door and climbing out. He followed suit and got out on his side.

He stood with his hands on his hips and surveyed more of the grounds. “She’s got acres here.”

“And they all need work,” she said with glee.

He nodded. “For a long time. Got a big crew?”

She shook her head. She hired on an as-needed basis and focused on a great group of single moms who were itching to find steady, good-paying employment. She’d love to be the one to give it to them.

“Just you and your husband or boyfriend?” He asked bluntly.

She gave him the once-over, not that she needed to—she just liked the view. “Jake MacKay, are you asking if I’m available?”

He moved so that he stood directly in front of her. She came up to his shoulder, so there was nowhere else to look but up into his expressive face. “I wouldn’t want to have to break a man’s heart.”

She laughed. “Because you’re going to steal me away?” She chuckled again but thought better of touching his chest. She was none too sure that zip and zing was gone. “And what? You don’t care if you break a woman’s heart?”

“I wouldn’t do that.” His expression heated, and she had the distinct impression those jeans of his were tented again.

“Right,” she said, not looking south of his massive shoulders. Carpenter’s shoulders, used to heavy work; carpenter’s hands, dexterous and knowledgeable; and a carpenter’s head for angles and design. This guy was the whole package. “You don’t break hearts.”

“Never yours.” He grinned. “I’m glad you understand me.”

She tried not to roll her eyes but failed. She needed to get the conversation to safer ground. Sex with Jake MacKay was one fabulous idea, but having her heart involved was dangerous. She had no time for involved. Her business held her captive, and she loved it. Time for ground rules.

“I’m taking Creighton Landscape and Design in a new direction, and the season has taken off for me. The business sucks up all my time.” In other words, don’t expect more than a good lay.

Curious to see more of the gardens, she turned toward the far side of the house and followed a weed-choked brick path around the veranda, confident he’d follow.

Around the corner, she could see the layout of what once a vegetable garden. “Here’s where they got their fresh produce.”

“I don’t see anything but raspberry canes.”

She pointed out the old vegetable beds, lined up and squared off with the same brick used for the walkway, crumbling into dust but still visible. Raspberry canes had overgrown the patch.

Trees encroached on the lawns.

His heat burned up her back as he loomed behind her. He was a big square man and made her feel small and very wanted. Temptation rose from her lowest belly in response. She glanced over her shoulder and saw him slide his gaze down her back.

He liked what he saw.

He wanted what he saw.

And she wanted him back. She tilted her backside infinitesimally toward him, and then swept her gaze up to his to make sure the action registered.

It did.

“Are you staying at the house?” His tone said he hoped so.

“I haven’t been invited. I live in Bellingham, though. It’s a fair drive.”

“Who called you in?”

“A Ms. Grantham.”

“Faye?”

She straightened and turned fully toward him. “I don’t exactly recall the first name. I was half-asleep at the time.” More than half-asleep—she’d been pulled from a wildly erotic dream. A dream that started up again as soon as she answered the phone.

Odder than odd.

“What was her voice like?”

“Hot.” She wanted to bite off her tongue. “I didn’t mean, you know, that I found her hot.” She eased closer to his chest. She dropped her voice to an intimate, confidential level. “I’m not into women.”

“I am,” he said, as if she hadn’t seen his interest. “Tight, athletically built women turn me on.” He let his gaze trickle down from her eyes to her perked-up nipples to her trim waist and her too-short cut-offs.

She bloomed all over again.

“Women with burnished brown hair, wide smiles, and intelligence and wit.”

She felt her cheeks go hot at his description. The man was a turn-on, no doubt about it.

His gaze pulled at her so hard she wanted to fall into him.

“And I love a man in a tool belt,” she said, all warm and ready. “All that leather, the tools, the large belt buckles.”

His hearty surprised laugh boomed out across the grounds. “I didn’t know women noticed belt buckles. I always think the weight of the tools make my jeans droop and turn me into butt-crack man when I bend over. I hate that.”

She smiled. “You’d be surprised what women like. And, no, you shouldn’t worry about being butt-crack man.” She let her gaze slide down from his broad shoulders to his hard flat belly. “You don’t have the build for it.” Invisible bands of desire tugged between them. She leaned closer. He took a step toward her, and she held her breath in anticipation.

“Hello!” A call came from the corner of the veranda. A woman leaned over the railing, waving at them.

They turned as one to face her.

“What year is this?” Jake asked while he waved pleasantly back to her.

“According to what she’s wearing, nineteen fifty-something.”

“Does she look like—?”

“A blonde bombshell? Yeah. Wow.” Lexa smiled and waved at the woman. They matched pace as they walked toward the veranda. Jake’s shoulders took up most of the brick pathway, but it was his scent that called to her. She hadn’t noticed before, but he smelled fresh and crisp. Clean and healthy. Virile.

Oh, yum.

His jaw was just showing some afternoon bristles. They were still short enough to scratch, but in a few hours, they’d be silkier, easier on her tender flesh.

Where the hell was her mind? And her control? She was about to make a first impression on Perdition’s owner, and all she could think about was getting down and dirty with Jake MacKay.​​
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Chapter 3
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“You must be Lexa Creighton and Jake MacKay.” Even the woman’s lipstick color was Marilyn Monroe red. A shoulder-length cloud of platinum-blonde waves wafted like silken ribbons around her face.

“That would be us,” Jake confirmed.

“I’m Faye Grantham.” Her voice warmed in welcome, but it was not the voice Lexa remembered from the late-night call.

She turned her wide blue gaze to Lexa. “Your great-grandparents met and fell in love at Perdition House.” Her smile turned private as if at a personal memory. 

“Yes, I know,” she said. “Their love story is part of family lore.” But she didn’t mention the rest of the legend; that their spirits still resided here at Perdition House.

Jake was first to clasp Faye’s hand in a firm handshake. Lexa watched closely but saw no zap or electrical jolt at their contact. It was a normal, gentle clasping of hands. Perfunctory, even. No more eye contact than you’d give any stranger. Feminine pleasure spiked through her. Jake’s interest was focused on her, in spite of the blonde’s rare beauty.

Lexa offered up her own hand, smiled, and released, pleased with what she’d seen so far.

“Please, come in,” Faye offered with a wave up to the veranda. “I have coffee and warm muffins in the kitchen.”

Jake’s fingertips cupped Lexa’s elbow as she grasped the railing of the veranda stairs. Another burn sizzled straight to her heart from where he touched. He dropped her elbow a second after contact, but the sparklers continued. He flexed his fingers.

“Did you feel that one too?” she whispered. Apparently, his zing was reserved for her. Even more pleased, she climbed the four steps to the top.

At his worried nod, she smiled. “Now it’s your turn to see what you’ve got to work with here, so stop frowning. It’s going well so far,” she said in a whisper just for him.

They followed Faye through the front door.

Lexa took a breath and stepped inside.

Perdition House. “The house of family legend,” she said. She gazed all around, taking it all in. “I can hardly believe I’m here. It’s so grand!”

A double-wide staircase rose to a square landing, and then turned to the second story. The next floor up had an open hallway that looked over the entrance. Several rooms opened off the hall, like an old hotel.

She could just make out a second set of stairs that led to the third floor. “Are there rooms up there too?” she asked.

“My private suite. It used to be Belle’s, the original madam of Perdition. She built the house.”

“Madam? So the family stories are true?” Annie Creighton, Lexa’s great-grandma, had been a prostitute. It was all hush-hush, but she’d figured out the secret truth.

Faye turned and smiled gently at her, with a look of admonishment in her eyes. “I’m aware of the stories, but your great-grandmother didn’t work here as one of the girls.”

“No? The family just assumed the whole story about her parading around as a boy was a cover-up.”

Faye laughed. “As sweet as Annie was, she wasn’t as polished as Belle wanted her girls to be. Besides, it suited everyone’s purpose to have Andy, the name Annie used as a man, work on the building. She had to pretend to be a man to learn what she needed for building and design. She was beautiful when she cleaned up.” Faye eyed Lexa critically. “Yes, quite a beauty. Much like you, she was athletic and toned, with fine elegant features.”

The inspection continued for a moment. “Yes, you look like her around the cheekbones and eyes. You have prettier hair, though. Annie kept hers too short.”

“You must have a ton of pictures of her. You talk as if you know her.”

“Do I?” With that, the mistress of Perdition turned and walked into the dining room, dismissing the subject of Annie/Andy.

But Lexa, fascinated as always by the great-grandmother she’d always felt a kinship with, refused to let the matter drop. “I’d love to see whatever photos you have,” she said. “There’s something about Annie and Matthew’s story that fascinates me.”

Faye seemed more interested in showing off the dining room. But she went to a sideboard and opened a lower drawer. She brought out a small black photo album. “Here, study them at your leisure. I’m sure Annie would be pleased to know you’re so keen to learn more about her.”

“Thank you.” Lexa took the album and opened it to the first photo. It was a studio portrait, very formal, of Annie and Matthew. Typical of the times, she was sitting, with Matthew standing at her shoulder. There was a tilt to her head that spoke of energy held in check, as if she was impatient to move and get on with her day. Lexa smiled, aware of countless times she’d felt the same way. Her days were normally so busy she couldn’t afford to sit for even as long as this photo had taken.

Another connection to an ancestor whose genes she carried. Was workaholism passed down through generations? “I can see where we look related. Even in this straight, long-waisted dress, she has curves like mine.”

Faye glanced at the photo. “I believe you inherited more than just the physical from Annie and Matthew. You have their drive, ambition, and work ethic too.”

“I was just thinking the same thing.” The smile they shared warmed. Faye could be a friend, not just a client. “I’d like to look at the rest of these later, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course. I believe this is the only formal photo. The rest are of picnics, dances, and family occasions here at Perdition.”

* * *
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JAKE LISTENED TO THE female chatter with half an ear. His arm still buzzed and sparked from touching Lexa. It had happened twice now, and it scared the hell out of him.

Once he could dismiss. But twice? His belly sank.

All he could think of was what his mother had told him when he was a kid. His gut puckered in memory.

He’d asked his mother if he could marry his kindergarten teacher when he grew up. She’d said no and explained the curse of the MacKay men.

Although, now that he thought of it, his mother had called it a blessing. At five, the idea of love at first touch seemed completely logical. Just the way his transforming toys were logical. If a robot could change into a truck with a gun turret, then why couldn’t the touch of a pretty girl turn him into a husband?

It wasn’t until he was in his teens that he thought of it as a curse. As he tried to get into the pants of every girl in high school, he was terrified that one of them would catch him with an electrical charge that, once applied, would never let go.

An electrical charge like the one he shared with Lexa. He wondered if he should call the old man, just to be sure.

He couldn’t call Jared. His brother would laugh his ass off. He’d never believed in the curse and had married a woman he thought would suit him. No zip, no zing, nothing but like minds, he’d said.

That had been a disaster.

Maybe Jared should have waited for the burn and snap of love at first touch. If he had, perhaps he wouldn’t have divorced three years into a marriage. Perhaps Jared wouldn’t be drifting through the Caribbean on the SandJack. Perhaps his brother would’ve shared the responsibility of keeping their old man sane after their mother’s accident.

Maybe having this burn and snap was the blessing his mother always claimed. Ignoring it hadn’t done a damn thing for Jared.

And Jake always learned from his brother’s mistakes.

He looked keenly at Lexa one more time. His heart swelled at the sweet expression of awe he saw in her eyes. Perdition House was impressive, and she couldn’t hide her reaction. He wondered if she’d show the same kind of open honest response when he touched her in passion.

He got hard just thinking about it.

He shook the buzz out of his palm, and then rubbed his arm to his elbow to displace the lasting spark.

Shit, he was in trouble. Impossible trouble. An image of his father flashed through his mind, but before he could grab on to it long enough to anchor himself, remind himself of his responsibilities, a whiff of Lexa’s scent destroyed his concentration.

He ran his fingers through his hair, across his chin, trying to recall what he’d just been worrying about. But the thought was gone, swept away by her scent.

A movement caught his eye. Both women stared at him, obviously waiting for some kind of response.

Faye—blonde, wide-eyed, and dressed in a quirky ode to the fifties movie queens—looked hot but amused by his confusion. The woman oozed sex through every pore, and she’d be impossible to resist, if not for Lexa and the power of the curse.

A damned inconvenient curse. But then, he’d never heard of a convenient one.

Lexa, beside Faye, was short, dark, and inspiring. Inspiring him to fantasies of lifting her to his lap and bouncing her on his cock. Her wet depths could suck the life and heart right out of him.

And from somewhere deep in his chest, he understood that was exactly what he wanted from her.

Oh, shit.

He was doomed.

A certain humor in Faye’s expression told Jake she understood he was busy inside his own head. She took pity on him and covered his lapse of attention. “We can discuss the condition of the wainscoting later, after you’ve seen the rest of the house.” She turned and led the way through a heavy swinging door.

He’d missed a whole discussion about the dining room walls while he’d been swallowed up by worry about his damn curse.

Lexa gave him a curious glance, and then followed Faye through the door into the kitchen. He caught a whiff of the muffins and coffee Faye had mentioned earlier. His stomach growled.

The filler airlines called food was long gone.

Faye poured coffee and popped muffins out of a pan while Lexa stared out the kitchen door at the side yard, giving him time to think.

Just because he understood and accepted his curse didn’t mean Lexa would. He couldn’t explain it to her either. That kind of thing tended to make smart women run like hell in the opposite direction, and Lexa looked plenty smart.

What woman would believe in the curse of love at first touch? And accept that it had happened to her?

Aside from the problem of making her believe in the curse’s existence, he understood all too well the demands of a new business. He would never ask Lexa to walk away from everything she’d worked for. She’d lit up like a light standard when she’d been looking at the old vegetable patch. She was obviously itching to get her hands dirty and bring her talents to the property.

Besides, the little he knew of gardens told him that transplanting her knowledge to Florida would be impossible. Every bit of practical knowledge she had would be useless there. His gut twisted. No, he couldn’t ask her to sacrifice years of work.

He forced his ragged thoughts away and tried to focus on the real world again. The muffins oozed berries and smelled rich and homey. The coffee was strong and delicious. The first sip tasted like heaven. “Thanks, I needed the caffeine, and the muffins hit the spot.” He took a second, because he knew one wouldn’t hold him.

Faye looked pleased. “I love a man with appetites.”

Lexa looked amused. “I like a man who shoots sparks.” They locked glances while he chewed the rest of his muffin.

To avoid steaming up the room with their sizzling looks, he walked around the kitchen.

A quick estimate of size set it at forty by twenty or so feet. An industrial-kitchen-length island sported hanging copper pots overhead. They were huge and obviously well used, although dusty. He noted a cobweb or three stringing between a frying pan and a large colander.

The cabinets were aged pine, with white enamel knobs on the doors. The knobs all had spider-vein cracks, giving away their age. Decades of use had taken their toll on the kitchen, but the wood was in great shape.

“This house has great bones,” he repeated.

Lexa smiled and nodded, remembering his previous comment.

Faye gave him an enigmatic glance. “I like it,” she said. “The house is old and large and probably drafty in the winter, but she’s mine. The old girl deserves to shine again, don’t you think?”

“Yes, she does,” he said, dazzled by the enthusiasm he read in Lexa’s expression. She was wildly turned on by the prospect of working on the house’s gardens, while he was turned on by working on her. He shook his head to clear it.

Faye smiled at Lexa. “I hope you don’t mind sharing a bathroom. The house was finished in 1911, so at the time, one bathroom for two bedrooms was the epitome of luxury.”

Lexa flashed him a look hot enough to scorch. “No problem, Faye. We’ll share. I didn’t think I’d be staying the weekend, though.” Now that the suggestion had come up, she apparently embraced it and flashed him a sexy come-hither look. “But I need to get some things for overnight.”

Faye shook her head and gave her an enigmatic smile. “There’s no need to leave the grounds. I have all the supplies you’ll require. As for clothes, I own a vintage clothing store in Fremont. We specialize in Hollywood castoffs.” She waved a hand down the front of her outfit. “I’m wearing Jane Russell’s blouse and Betty Grable’s shorts. I’m guessing something of Sophia Loren’s would do for you. Your coloring’s similar to hers. Being blonde, I don’t often wear clothes from my Sophia collection. The red she wore wasn’t right for me.”

Lexa blushed an intriguing pink. “I don’t think I could fill out one of her blouses.”

Jake clicked his tongue. “Sophia Loren? You’ll look great—better, in fact.” His mind was already on the possibilities presented by a shared bath and memories of the hot and sexy Sophia in a soaking wet blouse.

“If you spend the weekend here,” Faye said, “you’ll come to understand the house and its needs. It makes sense to have my interior restoration coincide with the new landscape design. The house and grounds should flow one to the other, don’t you think?” She lifted one corner of her mouth in a private smile. “Like people in a pure fire attraction, the outdoors should draw people out while the indoors should pull them in. In and out, push... and... pull.”

Lexa and Jake nodded as one. She shifted closer to him. The delicate heat from her arm seared the skin of his. Her scent wafted to him, and he felt a rage of desire flow from his chest to his cock.

Faye looked pleased by their ready agreement to stay the weekend. “We’ve just opened a new location for TimeStop, and I’ll be at the store most of the time. I’m sorry I won’t be around much, but you’ll have free use of the house. I hope you make the most of your time here and enjoy the place as much as I do.” Her eyes sparkled with humor. The private smile had turned into a full-blown private joke.

Thing was, Jake thought it must be at his and Lexa’s expense.

“Great, I’ll give you a full report of what I see needs to be done,” Lexa said.

“Fine. I’ll be sure to be home on Sunday evening.”

“I’m looking forward to digging around out there to see what plants were original to the garden.”

Jake nodded agreement. “You’ll have my estimate then too.”

“Your rooms are ready, and the kitchen’s well stocked, as is the liquor cabinet in the front parlor. Enjoy yourselves and the house. Perdition has a lot of interesting stories to tell, but don’t be surprised if you hear things; the house is old and drafty sometimes. In spite of that, it’s a pleasure living here. I hope you make the most of it.” The way she said the word pleasure put thoughts of hot dirty sex into his mind.

Lexa’s glance was eager and feverish. All he wanted was Faye out of here so he could have Lexa to himself.

Faye chuckled while her eyes cooled to appraising. “I see you understand me, Mr. MacKay. I believe my aunt was right. You do have the touch.”

With that, she nodded and left them. The door was still swinging at her exit when a steady, thrumming throb began in his cock. The hair at the back of his neck rose, and a chill filled the room.

The creak from the hinges died away, leaving the room silent and strangely expectant.

Lexa licked her lips. “Ah, why do I feel we’ve just been left the keys to Paradise?”

“And that there’s more going on in this house than Faye Grantham will admit.” He ran a fingertip from her shoulder to her wrist, tracking her warm flesh in a heated tracery. Sparks flowed from his fingertip to her muscles in a caress of promise almost as if he’d directed the sparks to flow. “I think the key to Paradise is in this snap and crackle we feel when I touch you.”

She closed her eyes and leaned her head toward the side he stroked, like a luxuriating cat. “I can feel the heat, but it doesn’t hurt now,” she said.

Her nipples beaded, and the sight made his mouth water.

Would they be creamy in his mouth or ripe and tangy against his tongue? Did her skin heat and flush quickly, or was she a cooler breed, slow to rouse? With those hot glances and luscious lips, he bet she was quick off the mark, ready for anything. Her hips flared to perfection, and he wanted, needed, his hands on her soon.

“It feels good,” he said. “You feel good.”

She opened her eyes, and he read acceptance in them. “Let’s have a look around first,” she suggested.

The word “first” made need pulse through his body so fast he had to shift his weight from foot to foot to keep from grabbing her.

This was not the way he operated. When he met a woman he wanted, his normal procedure was to talk, get to know her, find out enough to satisfy his curiosity about her before jumping her bones.

But this was different. Lexa was no ordinary woman. She was the woman.

The one.

His.

He was already halfway to acceptance, and it scared the shit out of him. Lexa walked through the swinging door with a glance over her shoulder that sent fresh heat roaring through him. His head spun with the onslaught, and he had no choice but to follow.

Do her. Here. In the dining room. She wants it hard and fast on the table.

He shook the wild thought out of his head.

Lexa hesitated by the head of the table and trailed her fingers over the fine china place setting. Elegant and refined, the table was set for two at this end. Their hostess wouldn’t be joining them for dinner.

They were alone and really did have the keys to Paradise.​​
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Chapter 4
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As Lexa focused on the exquisite place setting on the massive dining table, her nipples hardened against her soft cotton bra. The material felt scratchy and too hot against the tender nubs. She wanted Jake in a way she’d never wanted another man. The china pattern at her fingertips was older than any she’d ever seen, the cut crystal water goblets elegant. Too elegant to sweep off the table so she could offer her body to Jake.

Offer herself? Here? On the table? It was nothing but a crazy hot impulse she refused to act on. But the refusal cost her in nerves.
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