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      Private security has never been so risky—or so tempting.

      

      Ex-military security specialist Conlan James avoids commitment like the plague. His job, his Harley, and an occasional one-night stand are all he needs—or so he tells himself. But after he rescues Jess from a tense situation, he can’t get the shy, sexy brunette out of his mind. He can teach her self-defense, but can he shield his own scarred heart?

      

      Southern belle Jess Kingston spent eight weeks healing from an ex-boyfriend’s brutal attack. Now she’s ready to put her life back together. Her ex, Brit, has other ideas. She needs someone who can teach her how to fight back—someone like the tough former soldier who rides to her rescue.

      

      As the deadly game of cat-and-mouse intensifies, the heat between Con and Jess becomes an inferno. He’ll do anything to keep her safe. She’ll do anything to survive. Her vengeful ex is determined to destroy them both, and all it would take is one wrong move.
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        The minute you edged into my consciousness, I knew you were special. Thanks for making me a writer.
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      What the hell are you doing here?

      This wasn’t the first time in the last five minutes that Conlan had asked himself the same question. Maybe if he had an answer, the revolving door in his brain would stop spinning, but that didn’t seem likely. Not anytime soon. Not with the beautiful brunette he’d come to see sitting close enough that, if he let himself look, he could detect the light dusting of freckles across her nose. But he wasn’t looking, and he shouldn’t be here, so how had he ended up standing in line behind the thirtysomething latte league? It sure as hell wasn’t for the coffee.

      Legs braced wide, he shifted from one hip to the other, the creak of his motorcycle chaps reminding him he could be enjoying a few extra minutes on the Harley before work instead of spending that precious time here, mooning over a woman. Doe Eyes. The first time he’d seen her all those months ago, he’d thought her eyes reminded him of sweet Georgia pecans and skittish does. The name stuck, as had the memory of her eyes—and a hundred other glimpses he shouldn’t have taken.

      Another name called, another latte dispensed, another shuffle forward.

      He hadn’t seen those eyes in eight weeks, and yet still he’d shown up every Monday, like clockwork, hoping for one more glimpse and calling himself an idiot. Wasn’t like he planned on asking her out. So why the hell did he torture himself with these weekly forays into enemy territory?

      Sex. Or sex appeal, at least.

      Another step closer to the counter. The move didn’t ease the constriction behind the zipper of his jeans. This was what she did to him, thinking about her. Especially now, after so long apart.

      The thought had a snort escaping. Ahead of him, Mr. Suit and Tie startled and glanced over a shoulder, but Conlan ignored the look. He was too busy figuring out when “this” had become enough like a relationship in his head that he would think things like “after so long apart.” Doe Eyes might appear prominently in his thoughts from time to time—especially certain times—but he’d never seen her outside of this coffee shop. And he wouldn’t. A quick roll in the hay was one thing, but Doe Eyes wasn’t the kind of woman who had one-night stands. He could tell that much just by looking at her. She was a relationship kind of woman, and he was a relationship-phobic kind of guy. Which meant he seriously needed to get a grip—and not on the part of him growing even harder at the idea.

      He should be at work. Southern summer heat brought out the crazies almost as well as full moons did, and JCL Security was feeling the impact, juggling cases like they had eight arms, which they didn’t. Too many sleepless nights had been spent at his office, especially with the Bennett case coming up. Just a couple more weeks before Thea Bennett had her bastard of a husband before a judge and hopefully out of her life, but the paper- and prep work to get the high-profile bastard there had been a bitch. He seriously needed to—

      “Conlan, hey!”

      For a passing moment he was convinced the voice belonged to the woman filling his thoughts. But when the high, candied voice called again, he realized it was coming from the counter. The cashier. Tonya, Tammy? Tracy? He couldn’t remember. She was blonde with a deep tan he would’ve deemed impossible in a landlocked city like Atlanta, the shade a stark contrast to her white smile. Stepping up, he threw her a grin. “Hey.”

      She batted long lashes, almost hiding the way her glance slid down to the crotch of his jeans, framed in his leather chaps. “Long time, no see.”

      He winked automatically. “It’s a long wait between Mondays.”

      The woman giggled. “Your usual?”

      “That’s right. Thanks,” he said, passing over a ten-dollar bill.

      She made change, certain to caress his hand as she laid the money in his palm. Conlan was more interested in the dark Colombian roast another employee was walking toward them. High-octane all the way. The sight of the near-black brew had him salivating for something other than Doe Eyes for the first time that morning.

      He reached the condiment counter just as his phone buzzed in his back pocket. Probably Jack. Retrieving the cell confirmed his suspicion.

      Where the hell are you? his partner had texted.

      Piss off, Con replied, a grin tugging at his lips. The irony that he’d spent too much time asking himself the very same question didn’t escape him. In a half hour he’d be at the office and they could both stop wondering.

      With a little back-and-forth he managed to cram the phone back into his tight jeans. He glanced around absently, and his gaze snagged on a pair of amber-brown eyes that suddenly met his.

      He froze.

      Doe Eyes dropped her chin and shifted over the slightest bit, enough that her friend’s position blocked her from view, but not before he caught the blush coloring her creamy cheeks.

      His cock banged against his zipper as if begging to be let out. The bite of pain caught his breath in his throat. Jesus, what the hell was he—

      Don’t! Ask. Again. He knew what the hell he was doing here, and he needed to go; he really did. He needed to stop letting his dick run this show, grab his coffee, and get back to reality.

      He was restless, that was all. He was a man who needed action. Needed to be doing something, anything, not sitting behind a desk like he’d been for weeks while prepping Thea’s case. Usually he worked off his frustration in a way that involved cool sheets and bare skin and satisfaction on both sides, but there’d been no damn time. Just his hand and the additional chafing it provided, which wasn’t near as effective—or satisfying. That had to be the reason he couldn’t stop thinking about his mystery woman.

      Of course. That had to be it.

      Popping the lid off his cardboard cup released the rich aroma of ground coffee beans into the air. He lifted his cup and blew across the hot liquid, the sound almost a sigh of relief. He was already reaching for the packets of sugar when black squiggles caught his eye. There. On the part of the paper sleeve now facing him, he could see a name and number were clearly written:

      Tiffany. A 470 area-code phone number.

      So that was her name. A glance over his shoulder found the cashier leaning across the bar where drinks were picked up, her mounded breasts shelved there, on display. Come back soon, she mouthed, her shoulders doing a little wiggle. On reflex, he threw her a grin, but her seemingly seductive move couldn’t pull his glance downward. His dick didn’t even twitch. Apparently only one thing could trigger his runaway libido this morning.

      He added the sugar, trying to ignore the panic in his gut and his one-track mind. The latter was impossible. He wanted to know Doe Eyes’ name, her phone number. Were her breasts as full as they looked beneath that starched white button-down? Was her hair as soft as he swore it would be when he fisted it between his fingers?

      He stirred a bit too vigorously, and coffee sloshed over the side of the cup.

      Don’t look. Don’t. He realized he’d closed his eyes. A sigh escaped as he rubbed a thumb and finger against them, but as soon as the lids popped open, he searched for her. Had to see her. Felt his heartbeat pick up knowing she might meet his eyes.

      He was so screwed—and smart enough to admit it. He let go, let the conflict and the churning in his gut and the tension cramping his muscles go. And then he looked toward her table.

      It was empty.

      “Well shit.”

      He stood for a moment, cursing himself, the coffee, and everything else he could think of. When another customer stepped up behind him and cleared his throat, wanting access to the counter, Con grabbed his cup and headed out the door. On his way, he chucked the coffee in the trash without a single sip.
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      “He’s watching you,” Cristina teased. Jess ducked her head, but the hot tide spreading across her cheeks was impossible to hide.

      It wasn’t mere embarrassment. She was mortified. If she could’ve started her first day back at work anywhere else, she would have, but Cris had insisted. Since Jess began her job right around the corner at Ex Libris Media straight out of college, she and Cris had met here for coffee on Monday mornings. It was their girl time, and Cris would be damned if she’d let what had happened to Jess take that away from them.

      Jess, on the other hand, thought sometimes change was good.

      That wasn’t her lying down and giving up. Yes, she’d been attacked by her boyfriend two months ago, but she’d survived. There were things she was determined to make happen—like standing on her own two slightly wobbly feet. It was just…seeing the man she’d fantasized about for months wasn’t one of them. Not now, while she still felt the imprint of every bruise, every cracked bone, every foolish dream across her healed skin. She felt ugly because what had happened was ugly, and no matter how hard she scrubbed, all these weeks later, she couldn’t get the ugly gone.

      “I love watching bikers,” Cris mused, seeming oblivious to Jess’s discomfort. “If only I could get Steven to wear leather, I’d be a very happy wife.”

      Sneaky woman. Who could resist laughing at the image of Steven, all five-feet-eleven lanky inches of him, being swallowed whole by a leather jacket and pants? Not that he wasn’t cute; he was just more Mr. Rogers than Mr. Hell’s Angels. “Sounds like a good setup for chafing.”

      Cris choked on a sip of tea. Spluttering, laughing, she finally managed, “Why do you think it has the cutout right there in the middle, huh?”

      “For convenience.”

      “Pffttt.” A flick of Cris’s hand brushed the idea aside.

      “Display purposes?”

      Cris tilted her head, considering. “Okay, that too, but…”

      Jess shook a finger at her friend. “Uh—”

      “But—”

      “Uh-uh.”

      “Je—”

      Only one thing had ever stopped Cris when she got on a roll: The Look. Jess used it now.

      “Party pooper.” Cris’s bottom lip poked out.

      “Am not.”

      “Are too.”

      They both laughed. To Jess’s horror, she felt mirth give way to the burn of tears at the backs of her eyes.

      “Oh, Jess…”

      Shit shit shit.

      “That’s it. I’m calling Saul.”

      Jess jerked her head up. “You’re not calling my boss. I’m fine. I was cleared to work, and I’m going to work.”

      “You’re not ready.”

      Closing her eyes, Jess counted impatiently to ten. Cris meant well, but Jess had won this fight repeatedly in the past week—both with Cris and herself. She didn’t want to have to do it again.

      She opened her eyes and stared straight into Cris’s. Love and concern radiated from her friend. So did fear. Jess was intimately familiar with the feeling. And with her decision. No way in hell would Brit take over her life. Saying no to him could very well have led to her death. If she could say it then, she could say it now, when only his memory was here to stop her.

      She didn’t speak; she didn’t have to. Instead she gathered her purse and her coffee and stood. Cris tightened her lips but didn’t argue as she got to her feet. Together they made their way to the door, dumping their trash along the way.

      Ignoring the slap of summer heat as she stepped outside, Jess scanned the parking lot. Cris would be doing the same, she knew. The fact that both of them worried, wherever they went, about Brit showing up pissed her off. After producing a convenient alibi for the night of her attack, Brit had walked out of the Atlanta Police Department and onto an airplane. Work, or so Detective King had informed Jess. Brit’s position as vice president of his father’s tech company—and his family’s prominent position in city politics—lent legitimacy to the story, for everyone but Jess. Cat and mouse was Brit’s favorite game, and what better way to keep the mouse on edge than for the cat to disappear? Two months after she’d last seen him, she couldn’t stop searching the streets for his face.

      The not knowing had been Cris’s primary argument against Jess’s return to work. Jess had acquiesced far longer than she should’ve, far past the time it took for her injuries to heal. But she had a life to live. She couldn’t sit on her rear in a locked apartment, waiting. Wondering. Driving herself closer and closer to insane.

      No. No matter what happened, she would face it on her feet, not cowering in a corner.

      They came to Cris’s car first. When her friend would’ve kept walking, Jess cleared her throat.

      Cris heaved a sigh. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      Cris faced her, looking ready to argue, but Jess wasn’t having it. “Move it before you make me late for work,” she said, her tone softened by the knowledge that Cris only wanted her safe.

      Her friend’s goodbye was a warm bear hug that avoided Jess’s still-sore ribs. “Call me when you get home tonight.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      Cris’s chuckle was watered down a bit by the tears glazing her eyes, but it was there nonetheless. “Hey, I’m not the one you want spanking you.”

      Jess didn’t encourage her by replying. Besides, Cris didn’t need to know the idea of a man spanking her turned her stomach. She didn’t think she’d be considering erotic games like that for a long while, even in fantasy. She stepped to the side, waiting while Cris started her sporty yellow Nissan. When the car didn’t back out, Jess jerked her phone out of her pocket.

      Would you go already! she texted.

      A smiley face sticking its tongue out popped up on the screen, and then Cris reversed, blew Jess an apologetic kiss, and drove toward the exit. Jess walked a few spaces down to her car, still shaking her head as she fingered the Open button on her key fob.

      “Well well well, look what the cat finally dragged out.”

      Jess whipped around, pain shooting through her hip as it collided with the side-view mirror of the car next to hers. Speak of the freakin’ devil. Clearing her heart from her suddenly tight throat, she forced out, “Where did you come from?”

      Did it matter? For God’s sake, the man who’d tried to kill her—and gotten away with it—was standing between her and freedom. But the thought was all her adrenaline-addled brain could produce.

      Brit pushed his blond curls back off his forehead. That was how he’d taken her in, those innocent curls and bright blue eyes. Something Dr. Jekyll-ish would’ve been more accurate.

      “Come on, Jess. Didn’t you miss me?” His perfectly polished John Lobb’s clicked on the pavement as he stepped closer. Jess backed up, wishing she was anywhere but stuck between two cars and an asshole. When said asshole’s eyes lit up, she winced. Never run from the cat, she reminded herself, but her legs weren’t listening. They took her backward again and again until the thick bushes lining the parking lot poked through her thin summer skirt.

      Brit flashed that bright white smile she’d come to hate. “I’m just checking on you, Jess. Making sure you’re all right. Come here and give your fiancé a proper greeting.”

      Like a kick in the balls? “You were not my fiancé. I would never marry you. Stay away from me.” She fumbled with her cell. “I’m calling the police right now.”

      The smile went wide, but Brit’s eyes went dark. He clucked in mocking disappointment. “Go ahead, love.”

      The sound of a car slowing behind her, readying to enter the parking lot, drew her attention. She glanced over her shoulder as an APD cruiser crawled by. Hope flared for the tiniest second in her knotted stomach. She nearly sagged in relief…until she faced Brit.

      He was waving at the squad car. Unconcerned. Smiling that smile.

      And why shouldn’t he be? They’d let him go before, right? It was his well-backed word against hers, and no one had believed hers. She doubted they’d even bothered to investigate his alibi. Her grip on the phone tightened until she could hear the plastic creak.

      Brit took another small step forward. “Come here, Jess.”

      The words were low, aroused. He wet his lips, and Jess shuddered.

      It was broad daylight, for Christ’s sake. Why wasn’t anyone helping? “No way in hell. Leave me alone.”

      The last word rose beyond her control as she watched Brit’s muscles tense, watched him prepare to lunge. She drew a breath, ready to scream.

      “Jess, com—”

      “Everything all right over here?”

      The words were rough, hard. Strong. Standing at the opposite side of her bumper from Brit, facing the other man down like they were gunfighters at the OK Corral, was her biker. Her fantasy. She blinked, told herself she was crazy, but when her eyes opened, he still stood there. For one second she wanted badly, hysterically, to do something completely girlie like swoon. Too bad there wasn’t room in the tiny space between cars for her to fall flat out, but getting on her knees to thank God wasn’t beyond possibility.

      “I think I asked you a question,” the man said.

      Brit’s eyes narrowed, his hands balling into fists. “Mind your own business, you pr—”

      “No,” Jess said, amazed her voice could sound so steady when her insides were shaking apart. “No, everything isn’t all right. Please…”

      The man didn’t hesitate to push his way into Brit’s space. Part of her fell a little bit in love on the spot.

      “I think you should go,” he said. Without taking his eyes off Brit, he extended his hand to her. Jess forced herself forward, gaze stuck on that hand as if it held all the hope in the world—and at that moment, maybe it did. She laid her hand in his. Felt his calloused fingers wrap hers up tight. And fell the rest of the way in love.

      From one corner of her eye she saw Brit reach for her. Skittering away, she tightened her hold on her savior’s hand.

      She needn’t have bothered. The man was faster than Brit, catching her ex’s hand before it ever came close. Brit’s skin went white around the man’s grip. The air between them sizzled with tension. Jess held her breath.

      “Let go,” Brit warned, “or you will regret it.”

      “I don’t think so. Leave. Now.”

      Like a mask falling over his face, the convivial Brit Holbrooke returned. He chuckled, stepped back, calm and cool. Only his eyes revealed the truth. “Of course.” Those eyes centered on Jess. “Perhaps we’ll run into each other again, Jess, catch up on things.”

      Her heart leaped to bullet-train speed. “No.”

      Her savior didn’t look down, didn’t take his eyes off Brit, but she felt the rough trace of his thumb across the back of her hand. The touch gave her courage. It soothed her rattled edges.

      Brit lifted a brow, telling her exactly what he thought of her response, met her savior’s eyes for one long moment, then turned away. It wasn’t until he’d climbed into a black SUV, backed out, and exited the parking lot that what she’d done hit Jess. She bent forward, her free hand going to her stomach to still the nausea churning inside.

      “Just breathe,” the man said. He switched hands, one regripping hers, the other sliding along her spine, up and down, hypnotizing her with his touch. When she felt like she wouldn’t rattle apart, she straightened, meeting the man’s dark gray gaze head-on.

      “Thank you.”

      The words weren’t anywhere near adequate, but they were all she had. Her savior didn’t seem to mind. He smiled, and a teasing glint lit his eyes. “Anytime. So…what’s your name?”

      “Jess.” A laugh, tinged slightly with hysteria, escaped. “Jess Kingston, damsel in distress.”

      “Conlan James.” He shook the hand he still held. “Knight in shining armor.”

      “A trait I very much appreciate right now.”

      Her heart did a tap dance against her ribs, but for totally different reasons than it had five minutes ago. The reality of the moment hit hard. Here he was, her fantasy man, standing right next to her. Staring into her eyes. Touching her. A black bandanna covered his hair, baring his rugged face to her gaze. He wasn’t playboy beautiful like Brit, but the sexual appeal that dripped off him didn’t need refining. He was bigger than she’d expected, broader; the top of her head barely reached his stubble-darkened chin. His size, like his touch, soothed her, made her feel safe, protected. And wasn’t that a stupid, weak thing to think. Stupid Jess.

      She should step back, let go of the heavy fingers wrapped around hers, but God, she didn’t want to. She could touch him forever.

      The need was so intense that, for a moment, she couldn’t breathe. And then it passed and she realized she’d been holding her breath. He was still staring at her. “Sorry.”

      Conlan’s hand slid away from hers, almost as if he was as reluctant to let her go as she was him. He cleared his throat. “Is this a regular problem?”

      “Brit?” Was twice a problem? Did she really want this man to know how big a problem this was? “Oh, um, no. Not recently, no.” Her cheeks flashed hot. “No.”

      Yeah, I think he’s got the “no” part.

      He wasn’t looking at her like she’d sprouted wings, though, so hopefully she hadn’t made too much a fool of herself. “I should…probably go.” She gestured over her shoulder toward her car. “Don’t want to be late for work.”

      She turned, but as she moved between her car and the next, that moment when Brit had spoken behind her flashed in her mind. Her steps faltered.

      “You know…”

      She turned back to Conlan.

      He was digging in his back pocket. He pulled out a black leather wallet and flipped it open. From inside he retrieved a business card. He held it between his fingers, hesitating, then squared his shoulders. “Listen, I don’t know what your circumstances are, what’s going on, but I know when to listen to my instincts. Here.”

      She took the card. JCL Security. The name and a local phone number were all that was listed. She glanced up at him.

      “This company does private security here in Atlanta.”

      So, not his phone number. “Oh, I don’t…”

      He held up a hand. “Maybe you don’t. That’s okay. But I happen to know the owner, and they have some kick-ass self-defense instructors who are used to working with women in tough situations. If you need help, call them. Please.”

      She frowned. “You sound like you’re pretty familiar with ‘tough situations.’”

      “A few.” He stuffed his wallet back into his pocket, then offered her his hand. “And even if I’m wrong, it’s good knowledge for any woman to have. You should check them out.”

      “Okay.” Stuffing her disappointment at his lack of personal interest down deep, she took his hand. “Thank you, Conlan.”

      Their palms met, and a punch of heat shot up her arm, tightened her lower belly until she wanted to whimper. She’d harbored so many fantasies about this man. So many desires. And here he was, walking away. Longing tightened her throat, almost choking her as he released her hand.

      “My pleasure, Jess.” Her name in that rough voice made her heart ache. He nodded toward the business card. “Think about it, okay? These guys are good at what they do.”

      Unable to speak, she nodded. She didn’t want to see him walk away, so she turned first, moving toward her car without hesitation this time. She started the engine, glanced over her shoulder, and backed out. Somewhere to her right, the motorcycle she knew belonged to Conlan roared to life. She didn’t try for one last look; she kept her gaze on the road ahead, her mind on getting to work, and tried to forget the man with the power to make her want more.
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      She was gathering her purse at the end of the day when Saul Parker appeared at the doorway to her office.

      “Heading out?” he asked.

      Jess followed her boss through the door and turned to lock it, a little bubble of triumph bursting in her belly. She threw a grin his way. “Yes, sir.”

      Saul stuck his tongue out at her cocky sir, a move that somehow didn’t come across as ridiculous despite his salt-and-pepper hair and the fine lines around his eyes. The courteous hand at her back guiding her down the hall? That fit him perfectly too.

      “How was your first day back?”

      Maternal tone alert. First Cris, now him. Jess hid her sigh by ducking to search for her keys in her purse. Saul was her godfather, of course, so at least he came by it honestly. Though he looked easily a decade younger than his late fifties, the vice president of Ex Libris Media had been her father’s best friend since she was a girl. He’d spent her childhood mother henning her, unlike her parents.

      “Aside from my neurotic need to lock all the doors so I can concentrate enough to work? It went great.”

      Saul’s mouth formed a stern line as they turned the corner near the central staircase. “Neurotic? I don’t think so. Besides, you’re avoiding the question.”

      He knew her well—sometimes, unfortunately, too well. “Not really. Just clarifying.” And more delaying than avoiding. She didn’t want him to know about this morning; he’d only worry more. She’d caused the people she loved enough worry over the last few months. The truth was, if she could put aside the lingering nerves from her encounter with Brit… “It’s been…good.”

      It had. Being busy, having her coworkers around and actually talking to someone instead of the four walls of her apartment had felt like unwrapping a cocoon she hadn’t even realized she wore. It didn’t hurt that security was strict here, either. From the moment she’d entered the doors downstairs and gone through the checkpoint, she’d felt the tension inside her decrease to a low simmer. She worked for Saul in the marketing department, the “public face” of the company, but a secure facility was necessary for some of the more sensitive research Ex Libris took on, especially the government-related projects. Knowing not just anyone could walk in had helped her focus on something other than her personal life for the first time in a long time. She’d been able to sit at her desk, pen in hand, and actually write instead of staring at a blank page. She’d missed that, and the feeling that she was needed more than she needed others.

      Saul moved her toward the handrail along the big, curving staircase leading to the first-floor lobby. The sweeping entry would’ve looked right at home in a Southern mansion if not for the fact that glass and steel had replaced the more traditional wood and marble. She gripped the rail carefully, feeling an ache in her rib cage as they descended. Too much sitting in a computer chair today. She still got stiff sometimes, though the doctor had assured her everything had healed fine—physically, at least.

      Saul slowed his steps, allowing her to do the same or stop if she needed to. The consideration had her throat tightening.

      “I’m proud of you, Jess,” Saul said, his voice gruff, a testament to the emotion also choking her up. “Your parents would be too.”

      Her parents? No, they wouldn’t. They’d be mortified, maybe. Disappointed. Brit had been their choice, after all, a fantastic catch for their wallflower of a daughter. That, they’d been proud of. Not her education, not supporting herself or working at a job she loved. Only that the son of their most socially powerful friends had taken an interest in her. They had loved her in their own way, but distantly, always more concerned about money and position than their daughter’s happiness. Jess had stopped worrying about meeting their expectations long before the car accident that had killed them both last year.

      She stopped on the last step, hand gripping the rail to steady herself against the tide of memories. “I love you, ya know?”

      Saul smiled, that same kind smile he’d given her all her life. “I know. And I mean it. I’m proud of the woman you’ve become. Your strength.”

      She couldn’t hold back a snort at that. Strong and tired of being a doormat were two different things. The latter just kind of led to faking the former.

      Saul ignored her doubt, simply blinking away the shine in his eyes as he returned his hand to the small of her back. “Let’s get you home.”

      Thomas, the head of security’s day shift, nodded to them as they passed. “Y’all have a good night, now.”

      “You too, Thomas,” Saul said. Jess smiled at the man before stepping through the glass door leading to the employee parking lot.

      She didn’t freeze. Didn’t panic. She was outside the doors, but she was okay. The thought gave a big boost to her flagging emotions. “I think I’m going to celebrate tonight.”

      “Oh really? Am I invited?” Saul winked at her.

      “Normally, yes, but I think I’ll celebrate on the couch.” She could feel fatigue pulling at her limbs. Her favorite Mexican restaurant was on the way home, though. Fajitas sounded great.

      She ignored Saul’s fake pout and reached up on tiptoes to kiss his smooth-shaven cheek. “Thanks for walking me out.” She hadn’t even recognized the tactic until they’d arrived at her car—he was better at distracting her than Cris was.

      “Anytime. Be careful. Oh, and Jess?” he called as she opened the driver-side door.

      “Hmm?”

      “Welcome back.”

      Under Saul’s watchful eyes, she backed out of her space and drove toward the exit, her mind on salsa and guacamole and savory meat. She didn’t notice the SUV until she stopped at the first red light. Big. Black. Vaguely familiar. She puzzled over it until the light turned green, then focused on rush-hour traffic. Twenty minutes later she was pulling into the Conquistadors parking lot. A twinge of unease, left over from this morning, probably, had her circling until she caught another car backing out of a space close to the door.

      Jess felt sweat bead up as she stepped from the car, the wall of heat that met her immediately suffocating—and it was only June. Southern women glisten, my ass. At this rate July and August would be truly hellish. Struggling to breathe the heavy air, she moved toward the front of the restaurant—

      And pulled up short at the sight of a black SUV parking near the rear. Black, like Brit’s vehicle this morning—an Explorer, maybe? Something more expensive? She couldn’t remember, couldn’t identify a car’s make and model right now anyway; all she knew was that it had looked exactly like this one. That was why the vehicle behind her in traffic had looked familiar—because it was. It was Brit’s.

      Maybe. Or was it? Was she being paranoid? The panicked rush of blood in her ears convinced her she didn’t care. She had to go, no matter how foolish it looked. She took one step back, two.

      No one got out of the SUV.

      Another step brought her to her bumper. She backed toward the door, fumbling in her purse for her phone, fumbling with the keys, fumbling the handle open to shove herself inside. The locks snicked into place.

      Her last glimpse of the vehicle, nothing had moved.

      She had 911 typed in and was ready to hit Enter when she came to her senses. What was she going to tell them, that she was being stalked by a strange vehicle? She could go over there, see if it was Brit…

      No, God no. She needed to go home, where the locks worked and there was no glass to break that wasn’t two stories off the ground, where…

      She cranked the car.

      Her route home was a straight shot, but Jess didn’t take it. She circled and backtracked, feeling like one of those spies on late-night TV as she tried to figure out if anyone was following her. After the attack, she’d moved—or rather, Steven and Cris had moved her. They hadn’t even put the apartment in her name, not yet. Nor her phone, utilities, anything of public record. It was all listed in Cris’s maiden name until they could figure out whether Brit would come back, whether he’d harass her. Apparently the answer was yes, but she wouldn’t make it easy. She wouldn’t lead him to her only refuge if she could help it.

      Even with the air on full blast, she was sweating an hour later as she pulled into her apartment complex. A quick glance confirmed no SUVs in sight, black or otherwise, so she circled around the back of her building and parked her car where it couldn’t be seen from the road.

      Get out.

      Her fingers tightened on the door handle.

      Get out.

      Panicked breathing filled her ears. It took a moment to realize it was hers.

      Come on, Jess. Get out.

      A frantic scramble produced her key card. She held it stiff in her right hand, the jagged ends of her keys sticking out of her left, and tried to breathe.

      Get out. Go!

      The tendrils of hair stuck to her sweaty neck felt like her only covering as she yanked open the door and ran for her building, key card at the ready. She wanted a trench coat, a shroud, anything to take away the feeling of exposure, but all that would help were the solid brick walls in front of her.

      She hit the door hard. Fumbled her card through the card reader. Open the door. Run inside. Open, run; open, run; open, run!

      Only the heavy clang of the outer door relocking behind her kept her from collapsing to her knees. As it was, the wall made a good substitute for the floor, it’s smooth, air-conditioned surface cool beneath her clammy palms. She rested a cheek against it and forced herself to breathe, to calm. Told herself she was safe. She’d almost managed to believe it when her phone rang.

      Eyes on the heavy glass door, focus on her searing lungs, she swiped blindly and answered.

      “Hello?”

      Silence. She waited, a heartbeat, maybe two. “Hello?”

      “You didn’t think I couldn’t find you, did you, mouse?”

      Brit.

      Jess sucked in a breath. That hated nickname. Just hearing it made her glance around frantically for the nearest garbage can. There wasn’t one, and she swallowed back the nausea, determined not to give in to the control the man was trying to take over her body, her emotions.

      “What do you want? Why are you doing this?”

      She didn’t bother with How did you get this number? He was Brit Holbrooke, heir to the Holbrooke technology empire, for goodness’ sake! Why had she thought she could hide from him?

      “You know what I want.”

      She did, and the thought made her feel even more sick. She’d never let him touch her again, not willingly.

      A pause, filled only with Jess’s wheezing breaths and what sounded like tires on pavement. Then, “Come on, Jess, no answer?” He chuckled, the sound scraping up her spine like razor blades. “That’s okay. We’ll play again soon.”

      The phone went dead, and as Jess watched, a big black SUV rolled slowly past the door to her apartment building. She didn’t have to see beyond the heavily tinted windows to know Brit was inside. She just knew. She watched until the vehicle left the parking lot, heading down the street as if it was a normal car with a normal driver doing normal things. Only it wasn’t; she felt it in her bones.

      She swallowed hard and, with shaky fingers, dialed the detective who’d worked her case, all the while staring at the door as if Brit would come surging through it if she dared to look away.

      “This is Detective King—”

      “Detective, I—”

      “I’m sorry I can’t take your call, but I’m out of the office at the moment. Please leave…”

      Jess pulled the phone from her ear. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Of course he wasn’t there; it was almost seven o’clock. Clicking the Off button, she continued to stare at the screen, mind racing. A scan of her caller history showed that the number Brit had used was unfamiliar, not the one he’d had when they were together. Of course, neither was hers, but that hadn’t stopped him from calling.

      Probably one of those prepaid cells. No records. Would he even use it again?

      No. Throwing away a phone after every phone call was a pittance compared to what Brit could afford. She briefly wondered if the police could do anything even if Detective King were available. Brit wasn’t stupid; he’d know how to cover his tracks.

      He seemed to know everything, including how to keep her under his thumb.

      No way to track him. No way to retaliate. Was this going to be her life from here on out?

      Glancing back down at the phone in her hand, Jess noticed a piece of paper on the floor: a business card. The one Conlan had given her this morning. JCL Security. Brit had all the money and time in the world to harass her, while hiring a bodyguard was far beyond her means. But maybe protecting herself wasn’t. She wanted her freedom, and she wanted to feel safe again. Could this be an option?

      Taking a deep breath, Jess reached down and picked up the card, the stiff paper feeling like a lifeline between her fingers. She dialed the number. When she brought the phone to her ear, a woman spoke. “JCL Security, how may I help you?”
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      He was supposed to be working on the Bennett case.

      Yeah, right.

      What was he doing instead? Mooning. It seemed to be a chronic condition, and he hadn’t found the cure yet. Nothing seemed to be able to erase the image of a woman with innocent eyes and a fuck-me body. The memory of Jess wouldn’t leave him alone, no matter how hard he tried to get away from it.

      Jess and the man who’d cornered her. The jerk had been familiar. Did Conlan know him from somewhere?

      Did it matter? He wasn’t going to see her—or the jerk—again.

      He wasn’t.

      Out of instinct, his fingers settled on his thigh and traced the ridge of scarring beneath his jeans, the only physical reminder of why he shouldn’t allow himself to get so caught up in thoughts of a woman. Most of his scars were on the inside, the results of a fucked-up childhood and seeing too many other people’s fucked-up childhoods, but the memories the thick scar on his leg evoked were a visceral kick to the gut every time they came up. Lee had been gone for almost five years now, and still his loss felt like a bomb had gone off in Con’s chest mere hours before.

      He closed his eyes and let the memory of Lee and that night overpower him. It felt like yesterday, like it had just happened—the pain of his wounds, the suffocating heat and choking sand of the Afghani desert, the life-altering sight of Lee being mowed down by enemy fire.

      Because of a woman. Because Lee hadn’t wanted to live without the one woman he thought he loved.

      They’d been the three musketeers growing up, Conlan, Lee, and Jack. Roaming the woods around Lake Lanier, learning to fish and hunt from Con’s dad, competing for girls and cars and beer in high school. Only Lee had stuck with one girl: Sarah. So sweet, so innocent. Until she got her claws into Lee. She’d dragged him around by the balls all through high school. Lee couldn’t see it, wouldn’t dig beyond the false image he’d built up in his mind. She would cheat, and he would break it off. She would beg, and he would forgive her. He’d say he’d had enough, but still he’d go back for more. It was like watching a yo-yo get yanked around for years and wondering just when the tiny string attaching it to its owner would finally break.

      It had, in Afghanistan.

      The bitch hadn’t even given him the courtesy of a Dear John letter. No, a friend had mentioned Sarah’s wedding announcement in a note sent with a care package from home. When Lee confronted his girlfriend over the phone, she’d told him their twisted relationship was finally, officially over, and hung up on him.

      Lee believed her; when the wedding was held, he had no choice. He stopped caring—about anything.

      Two tours in hell and terrorists’ bullets hadn’t killed Lee; one phone call had. Suicide by the enemy, in this case a boy barely old enough to shave but with adequate muscles to heft and fire an AKM. Lee had stepped in front of a bullet meant for Con, wounded and helpless in the dirt, but it was the relief in his friend’s eyes as he turned to face his fate that woke Con night after night, screaming for Lee to stop, to bring up his weapon. It was as futile an act now as it had been then.

      Growing up with a mom too much like Sarah for comfort had warped his view of relationships enough, but it was the memory of his friend, eyes blank, blood trailing past his opened lips, that reminded him again and again why he’d never, ever allow a woman that kind of power over him. He could lust after them, fuck them—and he did—even be friends with women, but they would never truly matter. He wouldn’t let them in that deep.

      Except Jess Kingston, with one sidelong glance from those soft brown eyes, had blown that resolution into as many pieces as the Frankensteined gun truck he’d been bombed out of that day.

      Forget it—he wasn’t going to get anything done here tonight. He threw a dirty look at the files scattered across his desk. Might as well try again at home, preferably after a long ride on the Harley and an ice-cold beer or two. He gathered everything he’d need and shoved it into his saddlebag. His chaps were lying over the arm of a chair by the window. He strapped them on, threw the saddlebag over his shoulder, and stalked toward the hall.

      He could hear Lori on the phone before he reached the front desk. Their receptionist’s short, curly hair covered her face as she leaned close to her computer monitor, flipping through screen after screen as she used her soothing voice on the person on the other end of the phone line. He and Jack teased her about that tone, how she could mesmerize anyone with a mere word or two, but given that they dealt with a lot of desperate women in dangerous situations, women who were often at the end of their rope before they found the safety JCL Security could provide, her talent came in more than handy.

      “Yes. Right. I’m not seeing…” The click of her mouse provided a ticking clock for the long seconds of silence as Lori searched for an appointment. Finally she shook her head, curls bouncing, before seeming to notice Con on the other side of her desk. “Can you hold just one moment, please, Ms. Kingston?”

      Kingston. Con’s heart jumped from his chest to his throat at the realization that Jess had actually called. Lori didn’t seem to notice as she put the call on hold and spun her chair to face him. Her frown spoke her displeasure before her words could get out.

      “What’s the problem?” he asked.

      “Time, that’s the problem.” Lori’s frown deepened. “I have a prospective client on the line needing private instruction and nowhere to put her.”

      He planted his fists on the edge of Lori’s desk, leaning over to look at her computer screen. “Explain.”

      Lori ticked off on her fingers. “David’s on paternity leave with the new baby. Regan is on vacation for the next two weeks, and you are off rotation until the Bennett trial is complete. We’re short; all the instructor slots are full.”

      He turned the problem around and around, but no matter which way he looked at it, the only answer he found was the one he’d hoped to avoid. The reason he hadn’t given her his name with the card was because he couldn’t trust himself to teach her. Now it looked like he had no choice. She needed this appointment—she needed help. The sheer pleading in her eyes when she’d looked to him this morning attested to just how desperately she needed it. And he was the only one who could make sure she got it.

      He dropped his head, his eyes closing as the weight of inevitably settled on his shoulders. Fate was such a bitch.

      When he raised his head, he could see his conclusion reflected in Lori’s eyes. He nudged his chin toward the phone. “Put her in at the end of my schedule tomorrow night. Six o’clock.”

      The lines around Lori’s mouth eased. “Sure.” She reached for the phone but paused when he called her name. “Yes?”

      He wavered, unsure for the first time in a very long time how best to handle the situation. “Don’t…don’t tell her my name, okay?” He should be the one to explain this.

      “Okay, Boss.” She picked up the handset. “Ms. Kingston?”

      Con didn’t stay to hear the rest. He headed for the elevators and the hot Atlanta night. The niggling feeling at the back of his neck, the one he hadn’t felt since he’d come home for good, told him trouble was on the way. Even the rumble of his motorcycle’s engine between his thighs and the searing wind scouring his body couldn’t rid him of it. Nothing could take away what he already knew, way down deep in his gut: Jess threatened every decision he’d made for the last four years.

      The question was, would he come out the other side unharmed? Would she? Or would they both carry scars—this time on their souls?
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      Steven took her to work the next morning. She hated to ask, but despite his somewhat nerdy-engineer demeanor, he had a permit to carry, and she wasn’t leaving the apartment building on her own. So she surrendered to the inevitable and let Steven drive her.

      After a workday spent unsuccessfully trying to lose herself in the latest copy she needed to write, security called her a cab. It went directly to the parking garage connected to the downtown high-rise that housed JCL Security. There was not one sign of a black SUV the entire trip. After glancing warily at the dim recesses of the garage, Jess jogged to the elevator, through the open doors, and hit the button for level four with a shaky hand. When the doors slid closed with a near-silent whoosh, she sagged against the wall like a deflated balloon.

      Jesus, it was starting all over again.

      Eyeing the defeated figure in the polished steel of the closed elevator door, she thought back to the day she’d left the hospital after Brit’s attack. Her injuries hadn’t allowed her to stand upright, and she’d vowed then that she would stand up and face whatever was coming, no matter how scared she was. The memory stiffened her spine, her legs, her muscles, until she faced the soon-to-open doors with the same determination she’d felt walking into that coffee shop Monday morning.

      One step at a time, Jess. And the first step would be through the elevator doors.

      The ding announcing her arrival sent a flush of adrenaline through her body. Forcing her face into a calm mask, she stepped through the doors and into JCL.

      The receptionist’s desk sat in a tranquil cocoon of soft blue walls, leafy plants, and the soothing trickle of water from a fountain in the corner. More upscale spa than what Jess had imagined a security company would be, but it certainly calmed the nerves, as did the smile on the receptionist’s face. The woman was in her midforties, with short, curly hair and eyes that said she’d seen it all and could handle any of it. A return smile tugged at Jess’s mouth as if afraid to disappoint the woman.

      “Hello. You must be Ms. Kingston. I’m Lori; we spoke on the phone.”

      Jess relaxed even further under the lilting influence of Lori’s sweet Southern twang. “Please, call me Jess.”

      “I will then.” Lori gathered a clipboard and pen before ushering Jess toward the deep sofa sitting near the water feature. “Let’s get your paperwork filled out, and we’ll be ready to go.”

      By the time Jess had signed her name on the last page, the flowing water and calm surroundings had worked their magic. It wasn’t hard to see now why the lobby was set up the way it was. Her muscles were loose and her mind free of tension as she handed Lori the papers and followed the woman down a long hall to the left.

      “We’ll meet your instructor and get you started right away,” Lori told her. “You’re in very good hands.” She stopped at a door almost at the end of the hall and led Jess inside.

      A complete workout room took up the massive space. The latest models of fitness equipment marched like sentinels along the inside wall, directly opposite a row of floor-to-ceiling windows allowing a view of the darkening Atlanta skyline.

      “Wow. I don’t think the gym I used to work out at is this well equipped,” Jess said.

      Lori nodded. “Our guys spend a lot of time sitting, waiting…seeing some pretty bad stuff. They need a place to blow off steam. Plus,” she said, amusement boosting her accent a bit, “it’s great for my waistline.” Moving farther into the room, she pointed toward the opposite end. “You’ll be down here.”

      The back half of the enormous room was wide open, the floor covered in large blue interconnecting mats. As Jess followed Lori, she noticed a pair of men wrestling on the mats, their sweat-slick bodies tangled into a seemingly inseparable pretzel. Grunts filled the air as the opponents jockeyed for a hold, shifting and reshaping but never gaining or losing an inch. Lori waited until she and Jess stood at the edge of the mat and then cleared her throat.

      Both men glanced up, startled.

      Jess gasped. Conlan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      A quick surge of butterflies broke loose in her belly. She didn’t even glance at the other man, only had eyes for Conlan as he unfolded his long limbs and stood. How could she have forgotten how big, how utterly sexy he was? Tall, broad, wearing a thin T-shirt that hugged his sculpted body and black athletic shorts that revealed a lot—a whole lot—of heavy muscles and naked skin and a thick scar down one thigh. Her fingers itched to trace that scar.

      What had to be a huge, totally sappy smile stretched her cheeks until they ached. She didn’t bother hiding it. “Conlan!”

      “Jess. It’s good to see you again.”

      The solemn tone, broken only by his accelerated breathing, dimmed the flutter in her belly. Before she could question it, the second man stood…up and up and up. She’d thought Conlan was tall. This man topped him by a few good inches. Like Conlan, he added dark and handsome to his height: dark brown hair, tan skin, all muscle. A trimmed beard and mustache outlined his strong jaw and surprisingly full lips. Brown eyes narrowed on her, unreadable, intimidating. This was no one to fool around with.

      “Jess, this is my best friend and co-owner of JCL, Jack Quinn. Jack, this is Jess.”

      Jack stepped forward to shake her hand, a quirked grin lighting his eyes and making him much more approachable. Jess met the smile with her own and prayed her growing nerves hadn’t dampened her palms as their hands joined.

      “Jack, it’s nice to meet you. I’m eager to learn whatever you have to teach me.” Very eager, given the last twenty-four hours.

      Jack’s grin faltered. He glanced at Conlan. “I’m not…” A deep V appeared between his dark eyebrows. “I’m not actually your teacher. Con is.”

      For a moment the words didn’t register, and when they did, her heart stuttered. Conlan would be teaching her? Her body perked up with a silent hallelujah! but the sudden awkward feel to the air said this wasn’t necessarily a good thing. At least, not for Conlan, if his frown was anything to go by. “Oh?”

      She waited for someone to explain. No one did.

      “So…um, why are you here, Conlan?” Maybe that string would lead to others.

      Conlan sighed. Jess rubbed her aching forehead.

      Jack flashed a smile that would’ve brought another woman—a woman not firmly entrenched in total fantasyland over his best friend—to her knees. “Con and I own the security company.”

      Okay. “Do you normally teach private classes?” Wouldn’t that be a bit below both their pay grades?

      “No,” Jack said. The hint of laughter in the word had her studying him more closely.

      “We don’t typically have time for one-on-one instruction anymore,” Con said, an edge to his tone she didn’t understand, “but it turns out we’re shorthanded, and I didn’t want you waiting for one of our instructors to return from vacation.”

      That edge hurt. It shouldn’t—the man obviously hadn’t given her the card so he could see her again. Still, it had been nice to think a man wanted her, or hell, even just liked her. But to know he was irritated because he was being forced to do her a favor…

      She squeezed down her panic at the thought of leaving and made herself say what she didn’t want to say. “I can wait. It’s no big deal.”

      Of course it was, but she wouldn’t force him.

      “Or I could teach her.”

      The teasing note in Jack’s voice had her glancing over at him. Nope, she hadn’t imagined that tone. The wink he shot her confirmed it.

      Conlan crossed his arms over his chest, the thick muscles bulging against the cuffs of his T-shirt. “I don’t think so, Jack.”

      “But—”

      Lori giggled, the sound muffled but there. Jess couldn’t pull her gaze from the two men long enough to look at her.

      “No.”

      “But you’re busy—”

      “No, Jack. Don’t you have that new case to get to?”

      Lori giggled again, and Jack’s full lips curved into a smile. “It can wait.”

      “No, it can’t.” Conlan’s words came out in a low growl. Jess’s confusion doubled.

      Jack wasn’t having the same problem. His blatant chuckle told her he was enjoying a joke she wasn’t privy to. “If you’re sure.”

      Conlan’s answer was an impatient grunt.

      Jack was still laughing when he turned to Jess and shrugged. “Okay. You’re in the best of hands, Jess. Don’t you worry.” He stepped around her to lead Lori toward the door, fielding low-voiced questions Jess couldn’t hear along the way. When the door clicked closed behind them, she turned back to Conlan.

      He scowled at the door. Jess had a feeling Jack might need to watch his back later.

      “Um, what was that about?”

      “Jack being an ass.”

      The words shocked a laugh out of her. “Yeah, I can see that. I meant…” But she couldn’t bring herself to say, What’s got your boxers in a twist? Though that was kinda what she wanted to know.

      Conlan shook his head, his look resigned. “Don’t worry about it. We’ve got work to do. Ready to get started?”

      Because he didn’t sound like he was completely dreading it, and his frown lightened considerably when he held out his hand to her, Jess decided to let it all go and focus on what she’d come here for. “Yes,” she said and put her hand in his.

      He led her onto the mats. She took her shoes off where he indicated, and followed him on socked feet to the center of the blue landscape, all the while worrying about what was to come. She’d never taken self-defense classes before, but she did have some clue where this was going. There would be touching, she knew that, maybe even full-body contact. Her awareness of him hadn’t died with the knowledge that he wasn’t interested in her—how could it, with what those shorts did for his butt? The thought of trying to keep her physical reactions hidden while he taught her already had her sweating.

      Pretend he’s Steven or something, for goodness’ sake. Don’t embarrass yourself any more than you already have.

      Steven. No embarrassment. Right. “Conlan, thank you for doing this.”

      His sexy black eyes met hers. “My pleasure.”

      I wish it was.

      So not what she should be thinking right now.

      Con indicated for her to sit, settling himself directly across from her. “Tell me about the bastard. He’s why you’re here, right?”

      “Right.” Hearing Brit called a bastard shouldn’t make her feel good, but it did. Now if she could just figure out how to explain. Not that she didn’t want to be truthful. There were just some truths that were too humiliating to share. “About eight weeks ago I broke things off with my boyfriend, Brit. He…wasn’t happy about it.”

      “What did he do?”

      Jess shrugged. “Hit me.” Basically.

      There was that growl again, the one he’d given Jack earlier, only this one sounded mean. Dangerous. It sent a shock jolting through her, that this man could feel that deeply about something that’d happened to her. Heck, after Brit’s attack, no one but Cris and Steven and Saul had even seemed outraged on her behalf.

      “And now he’s back to sniffing around.”

      “Yes.” She told him about Brit following her home yesterday. “He… I’m just scared. I’m not going to lay down and give up, but I don’t really know how to take care of this myself.”

      “Well, you don’t, not if you don’t have to. Always go to the police first, get help, find someone nearby. Never face an opponent alone if you don’t have to. But if you have to,” Con said, his voice dropping into soft reassurance, “I’ll show you what to do.” He pushed into a crouch, obviously preparing to stand. “Any physical issues I need to be aware of?”

      Jess followed Conlan up. “Um, ribs? They still aren’t… They’re healed, but they still hurt sometimes. I’m told that’s normal.”

      Conlan froze, eyes unblinking. “He hurt your ribs?”

      She nodded.

      “How bad?”

      Swallowing hard at the angry note in his voice, she barely managed a whisper. “Two broken, some bruising. Nothing too—”

      “Don’t,” he barked, cutting her off, “say ‘nothing too bad.’” He turned to stalk away from her, his hands rubbing hard over his face and into his hair, which he fisted. “He broke your ribs? You said he hit you; I assumed it was a slap. Not that that’s any better, but it’s not broken ribs.”

      Jess cringed. She didn’t dare move, waiting instead until Conlan released a huge sigh and slowly faced her. One look at her face had him moving back to her. “Jess.” When he got close enough, he cupped her jaw, his touch tender. “I’m sorry. The thought of him… Jesus.” His hand tightened briefly, then let go. “Okay, be careful of the ribs. Anything else?”

      Nothing that still hurts. Without speaking, she shook her head.

      Conlan gripped her wrists. His thick fingers felt tighter than handcuffs but stayed gentle as he positioned her body, hands raised near her face, feet in a sort of elongated L shape. Her palms were sweaty again.

      Here we go. Her breath got shorter.

      “Jess.”

      She sucked in a gulp of air.

      Conlan tipped her chin up until their eyes met. “It’s scary. I know. I’ve worked with a lot of women who’ve been abused. Whether it was once or a hundred times, it doesn’t matter. You’ll be afraid. That’s okay. It’s part of working through it and getting your power back.”

      Was that what she was doing? All she’d really considered was trying to survive. But he was right.

      The thought steadied her. “Okay.” She nodded, not sure if she was trying to convince him or herself. “I can do this.”

      His fingers grazed her neck as he dropped his hand. “You can. He’s already turned physical once; the odds that he’ll do so again are high and going higher. You have to pay attention to your safety. I’m here to teach you how to do that.”

      Because he wanted her safe, not because he just wanted her. Who would, except, apparently, the maniac who refused to take the word no for an answer?

      The thought made her angry. She tightened her spine. Con nodded his approval.

      Folding her hands into fists, he said, “This is to block, both around your face”—his hands coasted down her forearms—“and your chest and rib area. The way your feet are positioned helps you keep your balance.” He pushed against her forearms, and she felt her weight shift into the leg positioned a bit behind her. “Now stand up straight, feet together.”

      She did. This time when he pushed, it forced her to take a step back. There was no bracing if she stood upright.

      “See what I mean?”

      “Yeah, I do.” She could get this. Something eased deep in her gut. She returned her feet to the braced position, one slightly back. “Okay, now what?”

      “Now we practice some blocks.”

      Conlan took a similar stand a couple of feet in front of her. Hands up. Legs braced. The slight smile she’d given him disappeared. He looked a lot more intimidating than Brit ever had. Bigger. Jess felt small standing in front of him, a tiny David to his Goliath. She took a breath.

      Suddenly Conlan’s fist shot out, right at her face. The sight of the hit coming turned her body to ice. She froze, watching in morbid fascination as his fist opened, his fingers extended, and he delivered a light tap to her nose.

      “Come on, Jess. Block. Open your hand and slap mine away.” He reset, and Jess swallowed hard.

      Another punch. Another tap.

      She told herself to move. Think. Blink. Nothing; her feet stayed glued to the floor, her arms up, immovable. The only part of her that responded was her heart, which galloped so hard her chest felt close to exploding—if she could breathe that long.

      A hurting grip. Bones ready to break. Screams burning her throat. That voice in her ear. “Mouse.”

      Conlan maneuvered around, trying to engage her, relentlessly patient with her lack of response. The standoff lasted for what seemed like forever but could’ve been minutes. Finally Conlan gripped her wrists, forcibly lowering them, and shook her arms out. Her fingers were numb. Con rubbed over them, his rough touch triggering the blood to flow again.

      “Just breathe,” he said, the deep slide of his voice obviously meant to be soothing.

      “I can’t.” But she had to. She dropped her palms to her cotton-covered thighs, running them up and down her yoga pants in short, jerky strokes. “It’s just—”

      “Just what?”

      A feeling of failure settled heavily on her shoulders. “I’m trying.” She swallowed, the dry click grating on her nerves. “But when I see it coming, I just can’t… It’s like my brain and my body completely disconnect and I’m frozen so hard I can’t even move to breathe. It’s like I know I have to defend myself in here”—she tapped her temple—“but here”—she held up her hands—“nothing’s happening.”

      “It will. You have to push past it.”

      “No kidding,” she snapped. “You think I don’t know that? You think I don’t realize that the minute I walk out that door, any safety I might have is going out the window?” She snorted. The sane part of her brain wondered why she was jumping all over Conlan, assured her this wasn’t his fault, but she simply couldn’t get herself to stop.

      “Jess—”

      “Jesus, Conlan, I’m the one he attacked, remember? Every time you punch, all I see is his fist coming at me. I remember the pain and my body just…can’t do anything.” A massive shudder finally broke over her. “I can’t… The thought of facing him, of anything… It’s just—”

      Con drew her trembling form to him. Some small part of her cried at the knowledge that she was too upset to enjoy it, but the soothing hush of his breath helped her own settle into an easier rhythm. Gradually, so gradually, the tension inside her drained away. The heat radiating from all that muscle filled her with an uneasy peace—and an aching sadness.

      “This is normal, Jess.” At her choked denial, he sighed. “It is. And I’m sorry. I know this is hard. I do. But we will get you through it.” He leaned back, his gray eyes dark as they met hers. She wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he stared for several long minutes, searching, digging deep until she worried what he’d see. “Let’s try something different, okay?”

      Her body felt cold when he stepped back. “Okay.”

      Before she could comprehend what he was doing, Conlan spun her around so he stood behind her. Steely arms immobilized her instantly.

      “No!”
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      Con thought his heart was going to break. As many women as he’d helped, he’d never wanted to give in, to stop teaching her to survive and just hold her and protect her and make sure nothing ever touched her again. Not until Jess. Forcing her to face her nightmares was killing him, no matter how necessary it was. Shuddering sobs echoed through the room, so loud they blotted out every other sound except his own ragged breathing, a rhythmic roar in his ears.

      He closed his eyes, leaning his head toward her shoulder to avoid Jess accidentally head butting him. It would be okay. He could get her through this—they just had to get her adrenaline out, and then everything would be okay.

      He kept repeating the words, trying to make himself believe them, to make her believe them as he whispered them in her ear and held her trembling body carefully, securely against him. She fit into him perfectly. And how much of a bastard did it make him that he couldn’t ignore that fact? He’d fantasized about having her in his arms, but not like this. This shouldn’t even register with his libido. But God forgive him, he couldn’t ignore her.

      Definitely a bastard.

      Long moments later Jess’s sobs finally quieted. Her breath was wet, clogged with tears, but the jagged edge of panic was gone.

      After the last shiver shook her body, he felt Jess take a deep breath. “I’m—”

      “Don’t say you’re sorry.” There was only one person who should be sorry, and he wasn’t in this room. Con wished he was, though. It would give Con something to focus on besides the pain he’d just witnessed.

      Jess relaxed into his hold. The trust she showed shook him.

      Get back to work. Back to a normal footing, for both of them.

      “Are you ready?”

      Jess’s chest expanded once more. He could almost feel her rebuilding her defenses, putting herself back together, readying for the next round. She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Good.” He adjusted his hold to just under her breasts. Gritting his teeth, reminding himself he couldn’t grab her around the ribs for a reason, he ignored the soft mounds as best he could. “Believe it or not, panicking is an automatic response to an attack.”

      Jess’s laugh cracked in the middle. “At least I did something right.”

      Without thought he dropped his forehead toward her shoulder again, pulling himself back sharply at the final second. None of that!

      He teased her instead. “You did. And now you get to do the fun part.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Beating me up.”

      Her laugh was stronger this time. “Bring it on.”

      “You got it.” He shifted his hips back ever so slightly, ignoring his cock’s complaint. “So, panicking is normal. If you realize that, you can clear your head sooner. You might freeze, be shocked, disoriented. The first step is to recognize what’s happening so you can move past it.”

      “Got it.”

      “An attacker expects you to freeze. What he doesn’t expect is for you to fight back. Now, I want you to bend your knees. Feel as if all your body weight is settling into the lower half of your body.”

      Jess bent her knees, the rounded cheeks of her ass brushing his skin. His belly clenched.

      Focus. “This is called dropping your weight. When someone is holding you tight, what do you need?” he asked.

      Jess squirmed against him. “To be able to move?”

      “Right. Now raise your elbows.” She did. Immediately, strong as he was, the movement loosened his grip around her body. “See that? If you drop your weight and raise your elbows, you get room to maneuver.” He had Jess straighten, and they practiced several times, allowing her to get the feel for the move.

      “Good, Jess. Now, targets. Primary targets that are the easiest to go for—anything vulnerable, soft, anything that bends, especially if you can bend it the wrong way. Focus on the face, the ears, throat, ribs, feet, groin.”

      Jess tried to get her hand up to his face. “I can’t reach you.”

      “Not right now. What can you reach?”

      He felt her move, felt the brush of air across his thigh though she didn’t actually touch his crotch. “Right. Vulnerability, that’s the key. Whatever you can reach, you go for. How about my fingers, bending them back? Twisting leg hair hurts. It’s distracting. Or the top of my foot? All those tiny little bones—if I’m not wearing heavy boots, that would hurt like a mother.”

      Jess lifted her foot and settled her heel on his toes.

      “Good girl. As for weapons, anything on your body that has a point or that you can fist is a weapon, so use it.” When she didn’t move, he bumped her back lightly with his chest. “Go on; try something.”

      “What if I hurt you?”

      “Don’t worry, Jess. I can handle it.”

      A sharp elbow drove back, headed for his ribs. He shifted quickly, allowing her strike to glance along the edge of his body. “Again.”

      He ran Jess through several moves, each one simple but giving her options depending on the circumstances and positions she found herself in. When he turned her to face him, he showed her how to ball up her fist, fingers curled, and strike at the face and throat with a hammer-like motion. “Never punch straight on like people do in the movies,” he warned her. “That’ll just get your fingers broken.”

      Con let himself fall into the rhythm of teaching, let Jess practice on him and then, full force, on the punching bag. An hour later they were both sweaty, but the bloom of confidence in Jess’s eyes was worth it.

      “I think that’s enough for tonight,” he finally said, letting loose a mock groan as he pushed the heavy bag back against the wall where they stored it. “I don’t want to overload you too soon.”

      Or his libido, which was riding him hard. Thank God for the tight fit of his jockstrap. He turned away from the sight of Jess, head tipped back, throat working as she drank from a frosty water bottle, to walk over and grab a towel from the edge of the mat. The rough terry cloth scraping over his skin couldn’t erase the image in his head.

      He ached, and not just from exertion, not just from the bruises Jess had given him. He ached from the tight rein he’d kept on himself all night. He shouldn’t want her, but he did. Desperately. Maybe some time on the Harley on the way home would help.

      Jess spoke, her voice so close behind him that he startled. “Conlan—”

      He turned. Jess stood a few feet off, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. She looked shy and disheveled and utterly edible. He barely held back a groan as he stepped toward her, his cock throbbing like a son of a bitch. “Hmm?”

      “Could you ask Lori to call me a cab? I took one here from work, and—”

      “You came in a cab?”

      “Yeah. After yesterday…”

      “Right.” He shook his head, hoping to dislodge the haze coating it. “I think Lori’s probably gone already, but—”

      “Oh.” A slow flush crept up her neck. “Okay. I’ll just grab my phone and call, then.”

      She walked past him, and before he could make himself think twice, he had her wrist in his grip and had tugged her around to face him. “Don’t. I’ll take you home.”

      “Really?”

      “Sure.” He might regret it, but he wasn’t putting her in a cab and watching her drive away. “Let me run to my office and get a second helmet.”

      That adorable pink color brightened in her cheeks. “You brought your motorcycle?”

      “I did.” He eyed her. “And you’ve never ridden on one, have you?”

      Excitement sparkled in her gaze. “No. But I’d love to.”

      He would be her first. Why the hell did that excite him so much?

      Damn it, Con, get a grip.

      He tried, he really did, but there was Jess, eyes shining, eager and willing and looking at him like he hung the moon. He couldn’t resist teasing her. “Well, let’s get going then.”

      He snagged a helmet and his leather jacket from his office. The material protected her but left him exposed, and just the thought of her hands on his T-shirt-covered body made it difficult to drag his jeans and chaps on over his workout shorts. He guided Jess ahead of him with a palm at the base of her spine, not daring to touch her anywhere else, and prayed she didn’t catch him adjusting himself as they approached the elevator. By the time they reached the Harley, he had himself firmly under control.

      Who knew a pretty brunette pressing her soft curves against his back would blow that control all to hell? And her hands. God, her hands flattened against his lower abs, way too close to his crotch for comfort. When they turned the corner and sped up the on-ramp, her fingernails dug into his muscles, tiny pinpricks of painful pleasure.

      He just had to make it to her apartment, that was all. Just to her apartment, drop her off at the door, watch her go inside, and then he could gather his shredded resistance and put this craziness completely out of his mind. Just a few more minutes.

      When he slowed to a stop at a red light, rocking a bit at the peak, her laughter spilled into his ear. Warm breath played along the sensitive skin of his neck. His booted feet hit the ground, and his eyes tried hard to roll back in his head.

      Just a few more minutes.

      Just a few more minutes might kill him.

      At her apartment complex, Jess directed him around to the door closest to her second-story apartment. The lot was quiet, well lit, nothing suspicious. Con pulled up to the curb directly in front of the door, planting his feet solidly on the pavement on either side of his bike, and loosened his helmet. Telling himself it was a bad idea, he took his helmet off and shut down the bike.

      The sudden silence screamed in his ears. Hooking Jess’s arm through his, he glanced back. “Ready?”

      “No,” she said on a laugh. Her smile couldn’t have been wider if she’d been a kid in her first candy store. But she leaned into him anyway and slid her leg over the back. Con steadied her as she got her land legs back under her.

      Jess loosened her strap and slid her helmet off. “Thank you. I really enjoyed that.”

      He could tell. The view she provided as she shook her hair out, leaving it windblown and wild around her shining face, rivaled anything he’d ever seen—and made him antsier than being on guard duty in Afghanistan.

      He had to get out of here.

      “Glad you enjoyed it,” he told her. “See you Thursday night?”

      “Sure.” She watched him stow her helmet in a saddlebag. “Um, Conlan?”

      He slid his attention from her helmet to his, avoiding looking Jess’s way. “Hmm?”

      “I was wondering…I know it’s late, but…did you have plans for, um, dinner?”

      The words barely made it to his ears, they were so soft, but they hit him like a lightning bolt. Everything in him shouted for him to say no, to take her up on the implicit invitation while he had the chance. But it wasn’t a good idea. He knew it wasn’t a good idea. And so he let the silence spin out, caught between should and want to.

      From the corner of his eye, he caught the clench of Jess’s fists.

      “I’m sorry. That was…much too forward. You’re my teacher…” Her voice trailed off, but not before he heard the faint wobble underlying it.

      He shouldn’t say anything. He should let her go inside, let her believe he wasn’t interested, let her believe it was something about her that caused him to turn her down when the truth was, it was all about him.

      It was the easy out. He couldn’t do it.

      “I’m the one who’s sorry. I can’t, Jess.”

      “Sure. I’m sure you have other plans. Maybe another night, right?”

      She said it flippantly, but he wasn’t bastard enough to leave her with any hope.

      “I can’t any other night either.” His words caught in his throat, forcing him to clear it. “I can’t because…because you’re far too tempting.”

      She stared in his direction, her expression shadowed by the fading summer twilight, hiding her reaction from him. Her voice had lost its wobble when she spoke again. “That’s a bad thing?”

      He tried to smile, to ease the hit of his words, and failed miserably. “For me, yes. I’m unavailable.”

      “Married?” she asked sharply.

      “No.” He shook his head, lips tight. “Just…unavailable.” Emotionally, mentally. How did he tell someone he was fucked up in the head and therefore not a good dinner/sex/anything prospect?

      He lifted a hand to spear roughly through his hair. He wished he could see her eyes, could make her believe it was him, not her, with the problem. Classic, huh? She wouldn’t buy that line any more than she’d buy the truth—that she really was too tempting for his sanity.

      “Sure, I get it. It’s okay.” Those fists tightened, the white of her skin visible even in the shadows.

      “No, it’s—”

      “It is. I-it’s fine.” Jess turned toward the door hastily, tripping over her feet before finding her footing. He watched her rush the door. “Lesson Thursday night, same time?”

      “Jess—”

      She threw up a hand, dismissing him without looking back. “It’s okay. I’ll be there at six.”

      “Sure,” he said softly even though she couldn’t hear him as she opened the door and slipped inside. He watched her rigid back through the glass until she turned off, probably into the stairwell. Only then did he jam his helmet back on his head and turn the key.

      Even the roar of the Harley couldn’t drown out the memory of the so-small voice she’d spoken in. Reassuring him it was okay. Reassuring him.

      “Con, you are a major fuckup.”

      His cock, sore from the constant rise and fall of his hunger and rubbing against his jeans, agreed—and it didn’t let him forget it all the way home.
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      “How did Thursday night’s lesson go?” Cris asked.

      “Fine. Normal.” Not embarrassing at all. Really.

      They were at Brock’s for Saturday morning brunch. A quiet rumble somewhere near Jess’s belly button reminded her she hadn’t eaten since lunch yesterday. Despite another session at JCL, she couldn’t get past the feeling of being watched, even inside her apartment. She’d come home from work last night, crashed on the couch in sheer exhaustion, and woken in the middle of the night with Brit’s voice in her ear, telling her they’d be together soon. And that was exactly why she couldn’t stop seeing Conlan, despite the burn of humiliation every time she thought about Tuesday night.

      Unavailable. Right. She only had to look in the mirror to figure out why he was unavailable.

      Cris interrupted the morbid flow of Jess’s thoughts. “You know what your mama said about frowning like that.”

      Jess raised an eyebrow. “That I’d never stop being a wallflower if I didn’t at least try to look more interesting?”

      Cris stuck her tongue out at Jess. “That your face would freeze like that. Jeez! Whose mother doesn’t tell them that?”

      “Mine,” Jess assured her but smiled at her friend as their waitress set glasses of ice water in front of them.

      Cris knew how Jess’s parents had acted; they’d been best friends since high school, when Cris had taken a front-row seat to Jess’s parents’ idiosyncrasies. Now that they’d been gone a year, it was easier for Jess to see them without the rose-colored glasses she’d worn right after their deaths. They’d raised her as they’d been raised, distantly loving and closely critical of anything that would be seen by others as “below their station.” They’d given her stability and financial security, but they had not been easy people to live with, nor had they ever stopped mourning Jess’s lack of societal awareness. Thank God for Cris’s heretical influence or Jess might’ve wandered through her adult life, compliant but unhappy, never gathering the courage to step outside the box her parents had put her in.

      “I still can’t believe you’re taking lessons from the yummy guy you’ve been gaga over for the last six months,” Cris said as they joined the line for the buffet.

      Jess rolled her eyes. “I told you, it’s just some basic self-defense.”

      “Right, and I’m just a little talkative,” Cris said, drawing a snort from Jess. Cris usually chattered as if there was a time limit and she had to get a set amount of words in before the cutoff. “Talkative” was more than a vast understatement; it was the quintessential mountain being labeled a molehill.

      “There is that.”

      “Oh, shut up.” Cris’s amused tone belied her reprimand. “So spill. What happened? I told you I looked him up, right? The company site was very informative. That is one bad, bad boy.”

      The woman in line ahead of Cris turned for a frosty glance at the two of them from under her broad-brimmed hat. Cris glanced at Jess, the twinkle in her eye saying she enjoyed shocking the society matron. Jess hid a grin.

      She couldn’t argue. She’d thought Conlan was a “bad, bad boy” since the first time she’d seen him ride up on his Harley outside the coffee shop. She still thought he was the sexiest man she’d ever seen—and by far the sexiest man to ever shoot her down.

      Scooping up a biscuit, Cris continued. “What? I’m married, not dead. You’d have to be dead not to notice that ass.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?” Jess asked rhetorically. Cris winked at her.

      Plates full, they headed back to their table. A couple of nibbles on her biscuit and Cris resumed her interrogation. “Now, tell me all about the hunk and what you did together while ‘learning self-defense’”—she even added the air quotes—“and don’t leave out the juicy details.”

      Since the juicy details were fairly embarrassing, there was every likelihood Jess would leave them out. “Well, he’s everything I expected him to be.” Including unavailable, much to her girl parts’ dismay.

      “Woot! I knew it! And he’s tall—tall enough to tower over a woman in that perfectly panty-creaming way.”

      Denying that would be like denying the sky was blue. “Yep.”

      “Stop making me pull everything out of you, Jess! Tell me what he’s teaching you. Do you get to hit him?”

      Laughing a little at her friend’s bloodthirsty tone, she proceeded to tell Cris about her lessons. Cris’s eyes got rounder and her mouth got quieter as Jess described Conlan’s techniques and that yes, she did get to hit and punch and kick him.

      “Wow! I think Steven needs to pay for some private lessons for me. I wanna hit on a pretty boy too,” she said with a mock pout.

      “Well, Jack, Conlan’s co-owner, is fairly hot too.”

      “Great!” Cris smirked. “Did he ask you out?”

      “Jack?”

      “No! Conlan.”

      “N-no!” It wasn’t a lie, just a little too close to the truth for her to not sputter. If she could get away with hiding what had happened between her and Conlan for, oh, a hundred years, maybe, then she might forget it herself. She certainly didn’t want it living on in someone else’s memory besides Conlan’s; she’d erase it from his if she could.

      “You’ve only been to two lessons. Maybe he’s giving you time to warm up to him.”

      “He isn’t.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do. He isn’t.” And she really didn’t want to discuss this. Her search for a new direction for this conversation turned frantic.

      Cris sipped her water, seeming oblivious to Jess’s reticence. “That man is too good an opportunity to pass up.” She brightened as if suddenly struck with an idea. Jess groaned. “If he won’t ask you, maybe you should ask him.”

      “No, I shouldn’t.” Not I already did. That would lead to he turned me down flat.

      “Come on, Jess. Take a chance. Put yourself out there. Don’t let Brit turn you off dating. The guy’s not worth it.”

      Why did every conversation about her love life have to revolve around Brit? The only person not thinking the man dominated her love life was Jess, and it pissed her off. “He didn’t. He isn’t. I did. I mean, well, I didn’t— Not—” She groaned again.

      “You did what?”

      Jess toyed with a bite of omelet on her plate. “I did…ask him out.”

      “And?”

      The bite went into her mouth, giving her time to think. Cris’s demanding gaze made the food stick in her throat.

      “Spill. What did he say?”

      “He said no,” Jess mumbled.

      “No!”

      Cris’s shriek drew the attention of every table within a hundred-foot radius.

      “Would you hush?” Jess hissed.

      “Only if you don’t.” Despite her demand, Cris lowered her voice. “What happened?”

      Jess explained, her face getting hotter by the minute. It was a bit like lancing a blister—something that hurt and that she’d prefer to do without an audience, but once she got all the bad stuff out, she didn’t feel quite so wrecked over the whole thing.

      Cris didn’t laugh. That helped.

      She wasn’t daunted either. “If there’s no ring on his finger, he might just be commitment-phobic. Or gay.” She thought that over while she watched Jess dabble her fork in the syrup coating her pancakes. “Maybe he prefers the straight-to-bed approach. You should ask him.”

      “Absolutely not,” Jess said hoarsely, but the response sounded weak even to her. Visions of being in bed with Conlan did that to her.

      “You don’t want to get laid?”

      By him? Yes. “No.”

      Cris smacked Jess’s unoccupied hand lightly. “Don’t lie to me.” Her tone turned sly. “It would probably be good for you, you know. Very good. Although, from the look of him, good might be an understatement.”

      Restraining the urge to bang her head against something, Jess forced a playful—and patently false—note into her voice. “Hey, if I was gonna practice on someone, Conlan would surely be first choice. I think my dance card’s full at the moment, though.” She glanced down at her half-empty plate, then at Cris’s still-full one. Her friend had barely touched more than a corner of her biscuit. “I thought you were starving.”

      “Hm? Oh…yeah, not so much.”

      This from the woman who ate like the proverbial horse. And was looking everywhere but at Jess. Jess wasn’t the only one who knew how to prevaricate. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      Cris folded her hands in front of her. “Just a bit nauseated. It comes and goes. That happens when you’re pregnant.”

      Jess froze. Pregnant? “What?”

      A sweet, dreamy smile curved Cris’s lips. She actually blushed. “I’m pregnant.”

      “Cris…wha— I can’t… You’re pregnant?” Jess slid from the booth and swung to the other side to gather her friend into a fierce hug. “That’s wonderful!”

      Cris hugged her back. “It is.”

      Something about Cris’s tone started a warning niggling at the back of Jess’s brain. She leaned away to get a good look at her friend’s face. “Is everything okay? Have you seen a doctor? What’s going on?”

      “Whoa!” Cris chuckled at the onslaught of questions. “You’re the first person aside from my doctor to know. Let me enjoy it a minute.”

      So there was something wrong. Jess returned to her seat, darting a glance at the table as if she could see through it to Cris’s stomach.

      Once Jess was settled, Cris cleared her throat, then spoke, her tone soft but firm. “We’re okay right now. We found out a couple of weeks ago—”

      “A couple of weeks!”

      “Yes.” She sighed. “A couple of weeks. I’d done a test, but I was spotting… We didn’t know for sure what would happen.” She shrugged, but Jess could see the hint of worry in Cris’s blue eyes. “The doctor’s been keeping a close eye out. We got the call yesterday that things look good. Hopefully we’re out of the woods.”

      Jess reached across the table, securing Cris’s hand in a tight grip. “Okay…okay. What does he say?”

      “That we obviously needed to use a different birth-control method.” A grin played across Cris’s lips and drew a mirroring one from Jess. “We were talking about it but still being careful, but obviously this little one didn’t want to wait any longer. My hormone levels are going up steadily, just like they should. We’re both fine—if you discount the way he or she is jerking around my appetite. I’m like a yo-yo, hungry one minute, barfing the next.”

      Jess struggled to smile through her worry. “How far along?”

      “About six weeks. It’s early days still. We wanted to tell you, but—”

      Yeah, but. Things hadn’t exactly been normal for her the past six weeks. She understood why Cris wouldn’t want to give her something else to worry about.

      She shoved that aside to focus on Cris. “That puts you due in…”

      “April. No sultry Southern summer for this pregnancy, at least at the end.” She patted her still-flat tummy, ducking her chin to direct her words downward. “You sure timed that right, baby.”

      Jess listened for the next hour to baby plans and baby names, anything baby-related that filtered into Cris’s stream of consciousness. It was as if holding back the news had bottled up a dam, and now the dam had broken and everything behind it just gushed out.

      And if a little envy mixed in with Jess’s worry for her friend, she ignored it. And the pictures that flashed through her mind of exactly what she would have to do to get pregnant. With Conlan. It was never going to happen. She had to get a grip on that reality before she went down a path that would only lead to heartache.

      Cris finally swung from nauseated to hungry, and they talked a bit longer while she ate. Not until they were walking out to their cars did she return to the subject of Conlan.

      Keys jingling, Cris shaded her eyes from the glaring sun. Her voice went low and serious. “Listen, Jess…don’t wait, okay? If you want this guy, go get him.” She pulled Jess into a hug, whispering in her ear. “Don’t let Brit steal any more than he already has. You’ve started living your life again. Now you have to fight for what you want. ‘No’ isn’t such a tough price to pay for taking a chance.”

      Jess watched Cris get into her car before walking toward her own, thoughts of Tuesday night spinning in her head. It had hurt, having Conlan tell her no. But not like having her ribs broken or her head bashed against the floor. She was tired of being afraid, and even more tired of being alone. Conlan was strong, safe, sexy. Perfect. And he made things tingle that had never tingled before. Her body begged to just share his airspace.

      She didn’t know what he meant when he said he was unavailable. Could she take one more chance if it led to the possibility of having him in her bed, for even one night? Maybe Cris was right—maybe he would be up for sex as long as commitment didn’t come into it. It wasn’t her ideal, but she’d take it with Conlan.

      One more chance. As she slid into the heated interior of her car, she caught sight of herself in the rearview mirror and stared straight into her own eyes.

      One more chance.

      You never know. Maybe he’ll say yes.
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      “Lie down.”

      Anticipation roughened the words more than Con would’ve liked, but damned if he could do anything about it. He’d been thinking about tonight’s lesson since the last one had ended Thursday. And vowing not to give in to temptation, no matter how hard it was to ignore. Teaching Jess to defend herself was more important than his libido. She needed every tool he could give her just in case, by some slim chance, Brit was able to get to her in an unguarded moment.

      Which sounded all noble and shit. Too bad his cock wasn’t listening.

      Jess’s eyes were round saucers as she stared at him kneeling on the mats. “What?”

      He waved a hand at the cool blue surface beneath his knees. “Down. Come on, Jess.”

      She licked her lips. Even having to hold back a groan, he appreciated the fact that Jess didn’t live behind pretenses. All that she was, all that she felt was right out there for anyone to see—and what he could see was that she wanted to be beneath him as much as he wanted her to. If that made it even harder to keep himself professional, well, there were worse things to have to deal with.

      But under the heat in her eyes—oh yeah, she knew where this was going too—he could see the beginnings of fear. His heart clenched. He held out his hand, coaxing her like the doe she’d once reminded him of. “It’ll be all right, I promise.”

      Jess took his hand, easing down to sit in front of him, then lay carefully on her back. Her thick hair spread over the mat like it would a pillow. Her curves were emphasized by the slim fit of her workout clothes, the perfect mounds of her breasts a mouthwatering temptation he tried hard to ignore. He clenched his teeth, focused his gaze on her face instead of her body, and scooted closer to set his palms on her knees. “Open.”

      Slowly Jess slid her feet out, allowing him access to the narrow V between her legs. It shouldn’t have been erotic—it never had been before. But he was learning fast that Jess wasn’t any other woman, and everything with her made him think of sex. Covering her as he was about to do would cause a major glitch in his ability to compartmentalize his libido from his teaching.

      Leaning over, he settled his heavy weight above her, keeping to his knees and elbows. Every fantasy he’d had that included getting Jess into this position, every minute he’d spent jacking off imagining this, scrolled like a porn film through his mind, and his shaft jerked against his lower belly.

      He ignored it.

      Grabbing her hands, he trapped them securely above her head. The move stretched him out along her body, brought her breasts higher until the tops brushed his chest. Damn it, her nipples were hard. Jess stared up at him, trust and a hint of hunger in her eyes. He had to earn one or the other, but he couldn’t earn both. Get to work.

      “The hardest time not to panic is when you’re trapped,” he said, his voice sounding like he’d swallowed gravel. “Just remember, if you still have your clothes on and his hands are holding yours down, he can’t rape you, can’t hit you. He has to move something in order to further his goal, and it’s when he moves that he’s vulnerable.” He demonstrated by adjusting his grip, transferring both her hands to one of his before shifting so he could lift his free hand toward her breast. That close, he had to swallow hard before he could get more words out. “See how my body tips to the side? Shifting my weight puts me off balance. Now’s the time to make your move.”

      “What move is that?” Her voice sounded breathy, aroused but trying to hide it. Sweat gathered on his upper lip.

      “It’s called bridging. I want you to form the shape of a bridge with your body. Lift your hips as far off the floor as you can, creating an arch from your shoulders to your feet, knees in the air.”

      “Like the backbends we used to do as teenagers?”

      “That’s it.”

      The moment she started to lift her hips off the floor, he knew he was on thin ice.

      “Umph. Like this?”

      “Yeah, that’s it.” A near-silent groan welled in his throat as her pelvis brushed his erection.

      A blush crept across her cheeks. “Sorry.”

      He cleared his throat. Ignore it. “Try to lift your weight up and tip me to one side, giving you room to maneuver—that’s the objective when you’re standing up, and it’s the objective when you’re on the ground. Make room, strike out if you can, get away. Same objective; same targets too.”

      “Same objective; same targets.” Jess caught her lower lip between white teeth, her concentration palpable as she seemed to consider that. “Okay.”

      She lifted, tipped. Conlan gave way, allowing her to push him off. A moment’s reprieve, not much. Not enough to catch his breath before he moved back over her. Jess opened her legs to him willingly. The feel of her soft thighs against his hips was way too good. What he planned to do next, though, threatened to destroy him.

      “Now the real thing.” Settling his hands on either side of her shoulders, he laid his entire weight down on her. Holy fucking hell. She was soft beneath him, so sweet, from the cradle of her hips to those full lips mere inches from his. She wasn’t breathing either. As he watched, her pupils dilated, almost as if she needed to take in as much of him as possible. His cock thumped hard against his jockstrap, pressing into her lower stomach.

      Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.

      His gaze locked with hers. Jess sucked in a breath, pushing her breasts harder against the solid wall of his chest. The breath choked off midstream.

      If it weren’t for the flush of hunger riding her cheeks, the need reflected in her eyes, he would be worrying about a sexual-harassment suit right now. The clues were there, though, even if he hadn’t known from her invitation Tuesday night: she wanted him, maybe as much as he wanted her. And damned if that nagging voice that was supposed to be reminding him what a bad idea this was, replaying images of Lee to warn him, hadn’t gone silent beneath a swell of the most painful need he’d ever experienced in his life.

      “Ready?” Jess asked.

      “Huh? Oh, yeah. I’m ready.”

      There, that hadn’t sounded too horny—

      She shoved up abruptly, surprising him—man, she learned fast—and brought her elbow around toward his temple in the same moment. As he tried to counterbalance her move and keep himself atop her, a solid strike landed on the side of his head. He jerked back instinctively, his weight working against him, pulling him even farther off balance, and at the same time, Jess curled a foot up to her middle and struck out, landing a concrete kick to his chest. Laughing, rolling away, Con put his hands up defensively.

      “I give! I give!” he said, but she was having none of it. Jess scrambled on top of him, reversing their positions as she straddled his hips, her hands pinning his beside his head. A smug smile lit her face.

      “Gotcha!”

      “Oh, now you’re asking for it,” he growled. Twisting his hands, he circled out of her grip, forcing her to scramble for position as he bridged and rolled. She shrieked as her back hit the mat but managed to get one knee tucked up to her chest. Con landed with his elbow near her head, his weight already tipped. Jess, seeing her chance, pushed, the press of her knee sending him back over onto the mat. With a firm grip on her shoulders, he took Jess with him.

      She hovered above him, her hair hanging in a curtain around her face, shielding them in their own private space. Laughing. The light in her eyes pulled him in. Without thought he speared his fingers through the thick brown strands of her hair, needing to feel them, to feel her—to hold some small part of her to him. Only when she moaned did he realize what he’d done.

      “Jess, I—”

      She blinked down at him, once, twice, then leaned in, and her lips settled deliberately against his.
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      Warmth and salt and man. He tasted so good she knew she’d never regret taking advantage. And his lips were a perfect fit. He didn’t jockey for position; he used his grip in her hair to adjust her, control her, put her exactly where he wanted her. Oddly enough, the thought didn’t generate panic. She knew he wouldn’t hurt her.

      A trickle of sweat seeped down the crevice between her breasts, but it had nothing to do with exertion and everything to do with the hunger burning inside her.

      Conlan’s tangled fingers drew her away. She held her breath, afraid of what he’d see, afraid he’d call a halt. The opposing fears warred inside her head as she waited. When he didn’t move, she tried to, needing him, wanting him, but he tightened his hand in her hair, holding her still. She fought the moan that struggled to escape.

      Conlan heard it anyway. Enjoyed it. “That’s right,” he crooned, his warm breath highlighting the wetness of her lips. “Tell me all about it, baby.”

      “Con, please…” Don’t stop. Don’t turn me away. Don’t say no.

      He didn’t; instead he brought her down to him, nose to nose, eyes locked. He slid the tip of his tongue along the open crease of her mouth. This time, wanting to please him, she let her moan whisper out into the tiny space that separated them.

      He rewarded her with the delicate rub of his lips across hers. With short, rough nips that made her head spin. The soft touches tenderized her heart; the hard ones revved her higher. Only his grip kept her anchored in the moment—his grip and her need for more. She couldn’t help pushing forward, pressing, needing his tongue in her mouth, begging for attention until at last his firm lips settled atop hers with a hard, hungry pressure that caused a loud whimper to escape.

      God, he could give her lessons anytime if they all ended like this. The man was an expert, and not just in self-defense. He made her hunger in a way she’d never experienced before, to the point where the past, the fear, the uncertainty fell away and all that was left was him. So good, and yet still not enough.

      And, maybe, not enough for him too. He tilted his head, his mouth slanting solidly over hers, his tongue taking advantage of her parted lips and delving inside, heavy and searing hot. He explored her, rasped across her teeth, smoothed the inside of her lower lip, traced the ridges along the roof of her mouth. His hands gripped tight at her hips, his hold unbreakable, conquering her even as she surrendered. Giving him words was impossible, but she gave him sounds, little tiny mews that couldn’t have been clearer if she’d tried—except she could, when his mouth gentled and his power mixed with tenderness. She speared her fingers through his short hair, mimicking his hold, and said the only word her brain could come up with. “Yes.”

      That seemed to be all the direction he needed. He released her hair, freeing his fingers to trace the heated skin of her neck, her shoulders, her back. Her T-shirt was so thin she might as well have been naked. All the better to feel his touch—if she’d been truly bare, her heart might give out. His hands on her body, the heat of his firm belly between her spread legs. The craving to be closer to him, to feel his skin, his muscles, his rigid length against all of her built and built and built—and still she arched over him, unable to tip herself over the edge of restraint. When Conlan’s hand smoothed down to rest on the sensitive small of her back, circling, demanding, urging her to lie flat against him, she whined her frustration into his mouth.

      Conlan separated them, his breath a harsh rasp in the silent room. Jess let her head hang from his grip, down between her shaking arms, and tried hard to breathe with him.

      “Damn, woman.”

      A ragged laugh escaped. And then a gasp as, with heart-stopping ease, Conlan clasped her rigid forearms and pushed her up. Her elbows bent, folding in as if obeying his unspoken command, and then he had her against him, laid out along his torso. Beneath her, he opened his mouth to take hers, controlling her even flat on his back, his kiss hard and rough and possessive. It was all Jess could think about until his hands gripped her hips and pushed, centering her over the rigid shaft along his lower belly.

      A strangled sound burst from Conlan’s throat, half laugh, half groan. It sent pleasure shooting through her, mixing with the eye-rolling feel of his sex against hers. Rough hands grasped the waist of her yoga pants and pushed, forcing the fabric down to rest below her butt cheeks. Embarrassment choked her until his palms, burning hot, cupped her there, covering her, kneading her. Holding her still as he ground his erection between the spread lips of her core.

      Frantic, desperate, their searching mouths and hands and hips came together in ferocious need. Jess was lost in Conlan’s dark taste, the scent of him filling her lungs, the rhythm of his hips taking her over into mindless want. Nothing else mattered. Nothing else existed.

      A primal moan rumbled deep in his chest. Her nipples tightened in response, and she wished so many layers didn’t separate them. She wanted to feel his skin under her hands, against her naked breasts. Just the thought of his mouth on her sensitive nipples, drawing, sucking, tightened something deep in her belly, as if a cord attached her clit and her womb and the tension was twisting so tight she wouldn’t last until the breaking point.

      Conlan tore his mouth away from hers. “Jess—”

      Tap tap tap.

      Conlan’s hips lifted off the mat, driving harder against her.

      Tap tap tap. “Con, are you still here?”

      Jess jerked at the sweet voice breaking through the fog inside her head. Breath sharp, fast, she tried to make sense of the sound until her world tilted. Conlan sat up, not even bothering to lift her off him. His arms were solid around her, keeping her safe, holding her to him, but nothing could erase the swift heat of humiliation when she realized what that voice meant. Lori had come into the room, was probably looking straight at her.

      Or at her bare butt.

      A hasty grab for her pants found them already pulled back up to her waist. She dared a glance at Conlan, but he was staring toward the door. If it weren’t for the red flush across his cheekbones, she would think he’d been totally unaffected by what just happened. Of course, with their bodies so close together, another part of his anatomy also served as evidence that she hadn’t just imagined the hunger between them.

      Thank God.

      “Lori?”

      An embarrassing pause stretched out. Finally, a hint of laughter in her voice, Lori called, “I’m sorry. I thought you’d be…”

      Teaching? Jess turned her head, catching a glimpse of Lori lingering by the doorway. The receptionist was trying hard not to smile—unsuccessfully.

      A suspicious hitch interrupted Conlan’s breath. “Did you need something, or are you just here to cramp my style?”

      “I needed your signature. Cramping your style is a bonus,” Lori said.

      Oh God. First Conlan turning her down, and now this. She just couldn’t catch a break, could she?

      Another hitch from Conlan spilled into laughter. He still held her against him, so she didn’t have much maneuvering room, but she managed to squeeze in a punch to the meaty part of his biceps.

      “Ow!” he wheezed. And laughed harder. A feminine chuckle near the door had Jess hiding her face. Where was her freaking protector now? Oh, right. Laughing at her. Or with her. Or at the situation… Whatever. All she could do was wait it out and pray that, just this once, the floor really would open up and swallow her whole.

      Easing back into a lazy chuckle, Conlan stroked a hand along her spine and called out to Lori, “Just put the papers on my desk. I’ll take care of it first thing in the morning.”

      “You got it, Boss. I’m headin’ out.” The sound of footsteps, then, “Night, Jess.”

      Jess waved behind her without raising her head. Not until the snick of the door confirmed its closing did she dare to look up at Conlan again.

      “Well, that works almost as well as cold water.”

      Jess raised both eyebrows. “Really? And you would know this because…?”

      “Because I’ve experienced it often this week,” he said, the words light despite the weight of their meaning. Without elaborating, he shifted her on his lap, and Jess’s grip on him tightened as his hard shaft slid along her sensitized clit. A strangled sound escaped without her permission.

      Conlan tugged her chin up to give her a quick, hard kiss that said he felt the same. He leaned forward, and their foreheads met. Jess closed her eyes. He couldn’t keep this up, hungry one moment, tender the next. Her heart couldn’t take it. If she was going to do this—and her presence on his lap, against his erection, said she was—she had to keep her heart free. The world had taught her long ago not to hope for miracles; she wouldn’t believe Conlan could be the first.

      Still, the touch of his skin and the feel of his breath calmed her, eased the cold sting of embarrassment.

      He held her for long minutes, and when he finally pulled away, he took the earlier warmth and freedom with him. Her skin constricted, threatening to choke her. Obviously the mood was dead, but she wished it wasn’t. Back to square one.

      Forcing her feet to move, she managed to stiffen her muscles enough to stand. Conlan followed, and a glance up confirmed that the laughter was gone, replaced by a pensive look that didn’t bode well for the rest of tonight. Not knowing what to say, she opened her mouth anyway, but Conlan got to it first.

      “We need to talk.”
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      After changing out of their workout clothes, he led her across the fourth floor to the opposite side of reception, down another hallway, and into what she presumed was his office. His, Jack’s—she didn’t care if it was a supply closet at this point; she was too busy trying to figure out what the hell he wanted to talk about. What had she done wrong? Had he not liked something?

      Maybe he hadn’t wanted his employee to know he was having sex with a client. The thought that he might be ashamed of being with her made her cringe.

      And then she took a good look at him as he turned to lean his hips against a big-ass desk taking up way too much space, and realized…she didn’t care. If he had a problem, it was his problem, not hers. She wasn’t accepting blame for another man’s emotions or thoughts—she’d done that once, and she wouldn’t do it again. She was responsible for her, no one else.

      “Come here,” he said gruffly, holding out his hand.

      She moved to him. Conlan took both her hands in his, the way young girls did, almost as if he would start swinging them. The refrain from “London Bridge” whispered through her head, and Jess had to fight a nervous desire to laugh.

      “I told you I was unavailable.”

      And yet I threw myself at you. That she had to take responsibility for. She hadn’t taken his no for no. She flinched. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t. This is not your fault.” A sigh escaped, loud in the quiet between them. He raised his head and stared hard into her eyes. “I’ve been giving you some pretty mixed signals.”

      A frown pinched the skin between her eyes. He had, kind of. So… “Why?”

      “Because I want you. Because the heat between us burns me alive.”

      “So it is mutual.” At least her instincts hadn’t got that wrong.

      Conlan lifted a sleek brow. “There is absolutely no doubt about that, sweetheart. When I’ve got you against me, my cock could pound nails. I want you until the burn wipes out any good judgment I might have. It would take hours, days of you beneath me before I could get this god-awful need out of my veins.”

      Her belly clenched. No one had ever needed her, wanted her like that. She was wallflower Jess, invisible to everyone but, apparently, Conlan. The idea that this big, beautiful man saw her… God. What could she say to that?

      Before she came up with an answer, Conlan went on.

      “But I don’t want you to expect something I can’t give.”

      “And that is?”

      “Commitment.”

      She swallowed. Silence.

      Her nerves stretched and stretched and stretched, so far she thought they’d snap. “So, let me make sure I understand this. You say you’re unavailable, but what you really mean is you’re available for a fun time in bed but not, what, a relationship?”

      “Exactly.”

      It was her second-best option, so why wasn’t she happy? “Why?”

      He left the desk, left her to walk toward the wall of windows lining one side of the office. Con lifted a muscled arm to rest his forearm above his head on the glass. “Do you know what JCL stands for?”

      “No.” Does it matter?

      “It stands for Jack, Conlan, and Lee.”

      “Who’s Lee?”

      “He is…was…best friends with Jack and me growing up. He died.” A heartbeat. Two. “We were on tour in Afghanistan. I was wounded in a convoy attack. Lee was killed trying to save me.”

      Her chest ached just picturing it. To watch a friend die right in front of you… But— “What does this have to do with us?” She wasn’t heartless to his pain, but she was confused.

      “He did it on purpose. His girlfriend dumped him a couple of weeks before. Told him he wasn’t worth waiting for. Truth was, she’d found someone else as soon as he was out of sight.”

      “So she was a bitch.”

      He choked out a brittle laugh. “She was.” He dug a rough hand through his hair again, as if he could pull his tension out along with a few strands. “She was, and she wasn’t the only one.”

      It was Jess’s turn to be silent.

      “The three of us, we met in middle school.” Conlan turned to rest against the window, those thick arms crossed over his chest. “Lee’s mom was already out of the picture; we never did figure out where she ran off to. Jack’s mother died the year before”—a brush of his hand said that was a story for another time—“and my mother, Delia, died in a car accident that year.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Delia was almost as much of a bitch as Sarah. Not at first; at first she was everything she thought my dad wanted. Until she realized she had to share him with me. Then she got very unhappy very fast.” He shook his head. “The only good thing about my childhood was that my dad saw it happening and did his best to protect me from it.”

      Something in his tone shook her, and that word, protect. Had Delia been more than just a bitch? Thinking about the little boy he must’ve been, how vulnerable his body and spirit would’ve been, made her heart ache.

      “So…”

      “So.” He raised his head to meet her eyes. Steel glinted in his darkened pupils. “My dad managed to get free—and me with him. Lee wasn’t so lucky. Even knowing Sarah had cheated on him, was planning to marry someone else, for fuck’s sake, he loved her anyway. He loved her enough that he couldn’t bear living without her. He didn’t kill himself, but the bullet he didn’t bother to dodge did the job just as well.”

      And that was why Conlan didn’t want a commitment: he’d watched his father be hurt by his mother, watched his friend die, all for love. And he didn’t want to follow in their footsteps.

      She could’ve told him love wasn’t always like that; on some level he probably knew it too. She might not have experienced it for herself, but she’d seen it clearly with Cris and Steven. Heck, she and Conlan weren’t even talking about love between them—they’d only known each other a week. So why spell out his past for her? She had no doubt he’d hopped into any number of beds between Lee’s death and now. Why not jump into hers and get it over with, then walk away?

      Because he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to. And so was she. Only she was brave enough to take the chance. Conlan was determined to walk away afterward no matter what he felt.

      “You know, I didn’t take you for a coward.”

      Conlan jerked away from the window, his body going rigid. She might’ve laughed at the surprise on his face if her heart wasn’t threatening to beat out of her chest.

      “What—”

      “If you’re that worried about it, walk away, Conlan. Really. The only reason you wouldn’t walk away is because you can’t, because this thing between us scares the shit out of you. Well, guess what?” She paced closer. “It scares me too. I sure as hell don’t want to fall for a guy who just wants a week fucking me.”

      His eyebrows rose at the word. Jess’s did too. She’d never actually said that aloud, but it felt good. Inhibitions were for somebody who had much less to lose than she did.

      “I can walk out that door right now, schedule my lessons with someone else, and make sure I never see you again. If that’s what you want, let me know. Otherwise, man up. Life’s too short to spend it worrying about this stuff.”

      As they came out of her mouth, she realized those last words were for her too. She didn’t know how much time she had left; no one did. She’d almost died once. She sure as hell didn’t want to waste any more time if she could help it. That was the best fuck you she could give Brit, and the best gift she could give herself.

      Conlan leaned back against the window once more. A grin pulled at one side of his full lips. “So, is that a yes?”

      Crossing her arms over her chest, she tried to actually think out her answer this time. She raised her eyes to the view of faint stars above Conlan’s head. “That really depends on you.” When she dropped her gaze, it was to meet his. “I can’t be someone I’m not. I don’t know if I have casual in me; that’s just the way it is. I can only promise I won’t lay claim to anything you don’t want to give me.” Even if it killed her. “How you react to that, and what you choose to give, is on you, not me.”

      Conlan straightened, squaring his shoulders. He stalked toward her, and Jess fought the urge to back up. Fought the need to speak. It was past time for words.

      Conlan thought so too. He didn’t open his mouth until it met hers, and then it was only for the roughest groan to escape. He took her, with his tongue, his breath, his hands holding her still. Hunger flared fast and bright, sweeping through her like a lit match striking lighter fluid.

      Their tongues tangled. Hands groped. Jess whimpered—too many clothes, too much space between them, too big a chance that he’d stop before the hunger inside her was sated. When his head lifted, she clutched hard at his shirt, trying to bring him back.

      Conlan smiled. “All right.”

      She might’ve laughed at his acquiescence if it weren’t for the tremble in his voice, his hands. “All right,” she said back.

      One more hard kiss and Conlan took her hand. “Good.” He tugged her toward the door, digging in his jeans pocket to pull out his keys. “I hope you don’t have anywhere you need to be, because if I don’t get you naked right now, I’m gonna die.”
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      Conlan helped her off the motorcycle before dismounting himself. She was in his arms a moment later for a long, dizzying kiss before he linked their fingers together and tugged her forward. “Ready?” he asked.

      She tried to decide as they walked toward his apartment. Yes? No? How in the hell would I know? She already knew she wouldn’t be able to do this and walk away with her heart intact, but even heartbroken, it would be worth it. She wasn’t going to deny herself whatever small part of him that Conlan was willing to share.

      She smiled back without speaking.

      Conlan unlocked the door and led her through before locking it behind them and tossing his keys on a nearby table. Half a second later, he had her backed against the door.

      His kiss—aggressive, commanding, hungry—seared her lips. He delved deep, his tongue hard against hers, tempting her to suck on it. When she followed the instinct, the light pull drew a harsh growl from his throat. Shivers exploded down her spine.

      Tilting her head, she opened more, forgetting to breathe, forgetting everything but the need to surrender to him. When he pulled away, it was her turn to growl.

      Watching Conlan grip the hem of his T-shirt and strip it off was worth his absence. His broad, muscular chest was revealed—smooth, beautiful skin stretched across powerful ridges of muscle; pecs topped with a smattering of dark hair and dark brown nipples. Saliva rushed to her mouth at the sight.

      He flicked open the button of his jeans and slid down the zipper, but his workout shorts worked as well as boxers at blocking her view of more. Still, he was right in front of her, right where she could reach him, touch him. She swore her knees wobbled. All that warm muscle, just waiting for her. He didn’t give her time, though. His arms encircled her, hauling her tight against his chest, and her knees did give way. Nothing had ever felt as good as this. Nothing ever would. She knew, at that very moment, that Conlan was setting a standard she would judge every man in her life by. And none of them would ever meet it.

      His lips came back to hers. Parted. His kiss wiped away thoughts of the future as the slick slide of his lips and the demanding thrust of his tongue became her world. All she could do was move in time to the rhythm he set, savoring his presence in her mouth, feeling the need in his touch. Hard hands clamped on to her rear and lifted, and she instinctively wrapped her legs around his hips. There was no fear of falling, of being too heavy and having him drop her. Conlan gave her that confidence, and she trusted him. When her back met the wall, she arched against it, forcing her pelvis harder into his.

      He broke the kiss. “God, Jess.” One hand reached between them and undid the button of her jeans. “Now.”

      “Now.” Absolutely.

      He unzipped her pants, then reached around to secure her to him once more. Pulling away from the wall, he moved unerringly across the dimness of a living room, hallway, bedroom. She didn’t pay attention to details; she was too busy burying her nose in the curve between his shoulder and neck. The scent of sweat and man and musk filled her lungs. His skin was tough, salty. When she instinctively bit down on his pulse point and sucked, Conlan stumbled to a stop, his grip on her hips digging deep. A harsh sound rumbled through his chest, morphing into rough words.

      “Yes yes yes.”

      It took a few moments to get them moving again, moments in which Jess did her best to torture her would-be lover. The hard throb of his erection against her belly and the agonized pace of his breathing were her reward.

      And then they were walking into what must be a bathroom from the glimpse of tile she got. Conlan let go with one hand to touch a light switch, and dim fluorescents came to life. As he walked her toward a wide granite counter, Jess glanced around. The room was easily the size of her kitchen, with a garden tub that could fit four and a large glass-enclosed shower. She had a feeling she was going to see the inside of that shower—and Conlan covered in nothing but clear water droplets and soap suds. A hungry shiver ran along her spine.

      “Conlan?” Heat rushed to her already warm cheeks.

      The counter was hard beneath her, much harder than Conlan’s grip had been. He didn’t waste time with words now that his hands were free. He simply reached out, lifted her shirt over her head before she could utter a protest, then went for her bra. The lacy fabric surrendered to his demands and found itself on the floor next to her T-shirt. Jess found herself bare, exposed to a man for the very first time in her life.

      Instinct demanded she cover herself, but as her hands lifted, Conlan growled, stopping her short. He wants to look at me. Her breath hitched at the realization. Carefully, holding that black, hungry gaze, she leaned back until her spine hit the cold mirror. Arching her back lifted her breasts for his touch and left her feeling like a naked feast on display. The way Conlan eyed her breasts, she had a feeling that’s what he saw too.

      He leaned in, gaze wicked, breath hot. It hit her nipple, and the bud crinkled up tight. The instinct to push closer to his lips was uncontrollable. He wrapped them around the tip of her breast, the touch of his tongue scorching her naked skin. Jess jerked, a high whine of surprise and pleasure escaping. Holding her nipple in the light clasp of his teeth, Conlan sucked.

      “God, Conlan!”

      His hands went to her hips; hers went to his shoulders. Both strong grips anchored her in the moment. The hard pull at her breast was like nothing she’d ever experienced before. He almost seemed to draw her very essence from her body.

      Just when she began to wonder if orgasm was possible from nothing more than his mouth on her breast—and her body screamed that it was—Conlan backed away. Jess clenched her hands into fists, needing him back at her breast, needing him to give her the satisfaction that seemed to wait mere seconds away. But Conlan resisted. His breath was so ragged he couldn’t speak.

      “What is it?” she asked, almost as breathless as he was.

      Conlan chuckled. “I’m— I need to breathe.”

      She glanced down. There, peeking from the top of his shorts, she could see the barest tip of his penis, wet, almost purple with need. Maybe she hadn’t been the only one close, and from so little. She couldn’t help a tiny grin at the realization.

      Ignoring his body’s demands, he grasped the waist of her open jeans. “Lift.” Gulping, Jess complied. Her pants and underwear joined her other clothes on the floor, along with her shoes. His big hands gripped the inside of her thighs. Jess’s muscles went rigid.

      Conlan met her eyes, a hard glint of need clear as he stared at her. “Trust me,” he said, the two words low and heavy and rough as gravel. He licked his lips, his tongue leaving a wet trail behind that shone in the dimness like a spotlight. “You’ll love this.”

      He bent toward her, his aim much lower than her lips or nipples, and Jess’s mouth went dry. She should tell him she’d never done this before, but then, did it really matter? Did anything matter but giving him what he wanted and being pleasured in return? Decision made, she forced her muscles to relax, her legs to open, and watched in awe as Conlan buried his nose against the top of her mound and breathed deep.

      Firm, calloused hands pushed her legs farther apart, opening the center of her body to him. Giving him access. A smile of deep satisfaction on his face, Conlan tipped his chin up to meet her eyes, staring with searing intensity as he slid his hands up, up, up, until sure fingers settled on her outer labia and eased them apart. Cool air collided with the heat of her most private skin.

      It was too much, too intimate. The connection to him was like a rush of fire through her veins, overwhelming, devastating. She closed her eyes and rolled her head against the mirror as her breath locked in her lungs.

      At first the gentle prodding against her clit didn’t register, just tiny tingles of sensation that grew harder and more insistent. When firm lips clamped down and suction pulled her clit from underneath its hood, she wailed at the sharp spike of pleasure. The climb toward ecstasy that had begun with her breasts resurged, centered at the apex of her thighs, behind her eyelids, on and on and on, until finally, oh God, finally she exploded in his arms.

      By the time awareness returned, Conlan was naked, and a pleased grin lit his face. He lifted her until her feet touched the floor, made sure she was steady, and drew her to the shower, where the water was already running. Her eyelids heavy, she watched as he stepped through the open door and under the spray, giving her the first good look at his nude body. It was like watching a Celtic god basking in the sun. She’d already seen the muscle that roped his arms and chest, but seeing it roll under his skin as he ran his fingers through his hair to wet it? Wow. The sprinkling of dark hair arrowing down his six-pack drew her eyes to a sexy-as-hell belly button she wanted desperately to nibble. The treasure trail didn’t end there, though; it swept down to a tangle of dark curls that encompassed his sex.

      His very aroused sex.

      His cock, thick and long, stood straight against his lower belly, playing tag with his navel. A thrill of feminine anxiety hit her. There was no way she could take him. He was too much—not just there, but everywhere. He overpowered her senses until she couldn’t breathe with wanting him, until taking that final step into the shower seemed like jumping off a cliff.

      “Come here,” he said, and she realized he’d been watching her examine him. A flush swept up her neck to blaze in her cheeks. “Come to me, Jess.”

      Embarrassed or not, she obeyed. Her bare skin met his, and it was… Oh yes. The feel of all that rough, masculine skin had her rubbing against him like a kitten. She was pretty sure she even purred—she couldn’t help herself.

      Conlan pushed closer, his erection digging into the softness below her belly button. His hands coasted up her arms, trailing water, to grip her shoulders. His mouth met hers, open and hungry. She groaned against his tongue.

      It was all too much, more than she’d ever expected. He was hers—right here, right now, Conlan was hers.

      She’d climaxed mere minutes before, but already her body screamed for more. Spreading her fingers to take in as much warm, wet flesh as possible, she dared to stroke down the crevice of his spine to the firm globes of his butt and palmed him. Conlan threw his head back, his pleasured growl aimed at the ceiling.

      A tiny male nipple pebbled right in front of her. She leaned in and sucked.

      “Jess!”

      “Conlan.” The word was more moan than language. This was going so fast, flying by, and she wanted to slow down and savor him but she couldn’t. She needed him now.

      Conlan understood. He stepped forward, pushing her before him until her back met the steam-warmed wall. Taking her mouth with a desperate kiss, he brought her hand to his rock-hard shaft.

      “Touch me,” he demanded against her mouth.

      The feel of him was at once shocking and, somehow, familiar. Desperate to please him, she copied the way he’d touched her, kneading and molding, moving up the length of his erection to explore the tip with the pads of her fingers. His hips shifted forward, pushing him harder against her hand. His breath blew hot between her lips, but it was the intensity of his eyes as he stared into hers that spoke his pleasure the loudest. That look filled her heart to overflowing.

      She slid her fingers down, tracing the vein that ran along the underside of his shaft. Cupping his sensitive sac, she rolled it in her palm. His head dropped to the side until it met her shoulder, and she could hear him gritting his teeth.

      “Yes,” he bit out.

      Oh, she liked this. She liked holding him, having all that power and masculine drive in the palm of her hand. She continued to rub, to entice, barely noticing when his teeth lightly gripped her neck and he sucked. One hand gripped her thigh. He lifted her leg to prop her foot on a nearby shelf, knocking off a bottle of shampoo, but neither of them paid attention. What she did notice was the feel of his fingers as he sifted through the curls covering her mound.

      This was it. Conlan was going to take her. She tried to relax, to focus on the feel of him, hard and dominant, in her hand rather than the nerves tightening her muscles. She didn’t need tighter; his heavy length was intimidating enough as it was.

      A whisper of cooler air washed across her heated core as Conlan separated her tender folds. She didn’t know if she’d ever get used to that feeling, or the next one: a single finger rolling up and around her throbbing clit. Jess’s grip tightened, and she couldn’t control the need to beg. “Con—please. Please, I need you.”

      He circled, teasing her flesh, setting a rhythm she met with small pulses of her pelvis. She could feel her body weeping, cream dripping down her thigh, and knew she was as ready as she’d ever get. When he pushed back to rim her sensitive opening, she met him with a hard thrust, on the verge of exploding.

      “So good, Jess. You feel so good,” he said against her breast. He slid across her opening, just barely, just enough for her to feel his fingers.

      She needed more. Pushing against him, she tried to impale herself, but Conlan drew back. Forward, retreat. Again and again until she thought she’d scream.

      “Now, damn it!” She was frantic, needing it, needing him inside her. She didn’t care if it hurt. She had to have him.

      And then she felt it. His fingers advancing into her—one, then two—until he hit the barrier that she’d give anything for him to breach.

      He stopped.

      “Jess?”
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      Her name escaped, resonating on a pitch of confusion. Unable to believe what he knew was absolutely true, he slid the tips of his fingers against the thin veil of flesh inside Jess’s body. She flinched, but his palm grazing her clit had her eyelids sliding gracefully closed. She was so fucking beautiful in her need. And so very new to it. Her hymen screamed that news in his head, the news that, when he took her, Jess would be his alone. Deep down, where all those feelings men denied actually existed, a primitive roar echoed through his soul, a masculine triumph so fierce it shook the foundation of the man he’d thought he was. The violent need to take the gift she offered—and do it as fast as possible—surged inside him.

      And turned his hunger to ash. Because taking her now wouldn’t be a one- or even two-night stand. No, taking her now would mean forever.

      When he didn’t move again, Jess dragged her eyes open, the effort it required obvious in her scrunched brow. “Conlan?”

      “You’re a virgin.” The words barely escaped over his tangled tongue.

      His fingers twitched inside her, and Jess nudged her hips forward, pressing down on his palm. “Yes…”

      Conlan didn’t think, didn’t stop to consider. He had pulled his hand back and was across the length of the shower before he’d blinked again. Water splashed into his eyes as he retreated from the one thing he knew he couldn’t overlook.

      Jess didn’t follow him. She moaned, curving down around the hand pressing hard against her lower belly. She stayed like that for long minutes as Conlan battled for control—of his body, his emotions, the driving instinct to protect and comfort the woman huddled against his shower wall. Any idea he’d had about that disappeared when Jess straightened, her blazing eyes meeting his like a lightning flash.

      “What. The hell. Is wrong now?”

      If it wasn’t for the sick churning in the pit of his stomach, he might’ve laughed. She was all hellcat now, spitting fire, venom dripping from every syllable. The sight hardened his cock despite his command to fucking stand down.

      Jess ran a hand over her wet hair. The move lifted her breast too, aiming a taut pink nipple in his direction. His brief curse made her flinch.

      “Conlan—”

      “You’re a virgin. Why didn’t you tell me you were a virgin?”

      “Because I didn’t think it mattered.” Her tone tacked a dumbass on to the end of that sentence.

      “You didn’t think it mattered? I told you I don’t want a commitment. Virgins are all about flowers and hearts and white-picket fences and commitment.”

      “I told you I wouldn’t ask for a commitment.”

      “That’s not what your body’s saying.”

      She shook her head, the anger in her eyes settling to a mild boil. “My body doesn’t speak for me. Con…”

      She took a step away from the cool tiles, toward the warm water and his too-warm libido. His hand jerked up on instinct, warding her off. Jess stopped like she’d hit a brick wall, and her eyes, those beautiful doe eyes that had captivated him from the start, went blank. She squared her shoulders despite the shiver that racked her body.

      His hard-on died a rapid death. “I thought—”

      “Thought what?”

      He swiped at the water running down his face. “I just assumed you had been with Brit or someone at some point, before… Most relationships involve sex, Jess. Hell, most women lose their virginity way before graduating college.” Lord knew he had. “I thought you’d been with at least him, even if…”

      “Even if what? If he was a bastard now? I mean, I got off so easily for you, surely I could’ve done it with him, right? For how long, Conlan? I was with Brit for a year. Part of that I spent mourning my parents, oblivious to pretty much everything around me and just obeying commands, going through the motions. It would’ve been the perfect time to give it up. Even if he treated me like shit. Even if I hadn’t necessarily enjoyed it, at least it would’ve been out of your way. Is that what you thought?”

      He dropped his gaze to the water pooling at their feet, unable to bear her scrutiny.

      “You’d rather I had a bad sexual experience than no experience at all? Guess what? You almost got your wish.” Her breath hiccupped over the last words. “If he hadn’t been so busy grooming me to be his little doormat, he might’ve pushed harder, might not have waited till he had me good and secure under his thumb. Except then he got tired of waiting. I came way too close to being raped—by the bastard you were hoping I’d had sex with.”

      He jerked his head up. Jess wasn’t looking at him; she was staring at the tile in front of her as if it held the memories that had to be swirling in her head.

      “He brought me home from a charity dinner I hadn’t wanted to go to in the first place. He was drunk and wanted to have sex. I told him no.” She shrugged, the move anything but casual. “He said he deserved it. Saying yes would’ve been a lot more convenient now—and a lot less painful then.”

      The dead tone to her voice was worse than having her scream at him. Worse than her punching him. In fact, he wished she would; maybe, in the short-term, that physical pain would dull the agony already in his chest. He closed his eyes, but his brain supplied the pictures anyway: Jess so small and defenseless; that big blond bastard hurting her. “Jess, I—”

      “Don’t say you’re sorry.”

      He’d told her that before, hadn’t he? She hadn’t had reason to be sorry; he sure as hell did.

      “It’s the truth. But Jess”—he gestured between them, amazed his hand was actually steady—“you shouldn’t do this. You shouldn’t give up your virginity for a one-night stand. On a whim. You certainly shouldn’t give it to someone who…”

      “Someone who doesn’t want it?”

      Her brittle tone flayed him like shards of glass, but the cuts could never go deep enough to dig out what he’d done. What he’d said. “I just—”

      “Forget it.” Jess turned away. With a push, the shower door opened. She pulled a towel off the rack as she stepped through, and wrapped it around herself, tucking the end in tight, hiding her body from his gaze.

      He shut off the water, stepping to the shower door mere seconds behind her. “Jess—”

      But she was already walking out of the bathroom, scooping her clothes off the floor as she went. She didn’t look back. “Save it.”

      He paused, one hand on the shower door, and watched her exit the room. Fuck.

      He’d handled that like the biggest shit ever.

      He needed to follow her, needed to go in there and fix the problem, only…there was no fixing it, was there? As much as he wanted to heal her hurt, he couldn’t go back on his decision. Just the thought had the noose around his neck tightening.

      What a fucking mess.

      Giving her time to get dressed, he dried himself and walked into the closet to slide on a fresh pair of jeans. He snatched up a T-shirt and tugged it on roughly as he crossed to the bedroom door.

      Jess was sitting on the chest at the end of his bed, lacing her shoes. His heart clenched as he watched her struggle to tie them with shaking fingers.

      “Jess.”

      She didn’t look up. “I want to go home, please.”

      Please. The tiny little word came out in a whisper. He closed his eyes against it, feeling like the complete dick he knew he was. That didn’t stop him from opening his eyes and crossing the room toward her. “Jess, we need to talk. I need to explain… Damn it, look at me.”

      She squared her shoulders and met his gaze head-on as he came to a stop just beyond her knees. “It’s fine. Just take me home.”

      “After we talk.” For some reason he didn’t understand, he needed her to get it, to see that he was right, that this would only end up hurting her, hurting both of them in the long run.

      “And what if I don’t want to talk about it? God.” She pushed to her feet, going toe-to-toe with him. “I’m not a child. I don’t want to talk. Take. Me. Home.”

      “Not until you listen to me. I know I handled this wrong. I know I was an ass—”

      Her entire face went blank in mock innocence. “Ya think?”

      He reached for her, needing to hold on, to control the crazy spiraling this situation had fallen into. It was only Jess stumbling backward, panic on her face as she avoided his grip, that brought him to his senses. He snatched his hands back.

      Just stop. Just…

      He closed his eyes. Fisted his hands. Counted long breaths in the faint hope he could regain control.

      Another breath. And another.

      The calm he’d lost somewhere back in the shower didn’t return, but he manufactured a weak facsimile of it before he spoke.

      “I’m sorry, Jess.”

      She seemed to get that he wasn’t just apologizing for scaring her. “Me too.”

      “Look at me please.” He kept himself quiet, still. Arms crossed protectively over her chest, she raised her eyes to his. “Baby, you are very desirable; you have to know that by now. So damn desirable, but—”

      A snort made her derision clear, but the glistening of tears in her eyes told the true story. “Yeah, I got that from the way you couldn’t back up fast enough.” Apparently done with the whole thing, she started across the bedroom. “I’ll call a cab.”

      “No! No, I’ll take you. Give me just a minute.”

      The longest seconds of his life passed like cold molasses; then Jess blinked, and the sweep of her lashes erased all trace of tears from her eyes. “Fine.”

      He kept his gaze on her as he backed toward the bathroom. It stayed on her until he had no choice but to turn. Even then, her image lay, superimposed, over everything his sight took in. The scent of warm woman and water lingered as he grabbed socks, shoes, wallet. It was the only time he’d smell her here, he knew. Not just because she was a virgin, but because she brought out something in him he couldn’t control—and control was everything. Telling himself to keep his emotional distance didn’t work with Jess; it never would. He knew that now.

      He grabbed his keys on the way out. Jess stood stiffly by the front door, waiting. Conlan didn’t touch her when he escorted her to his car or as he drove her back to her place. They sat in silence, a sense of finality filling the seconds as they stretched into minutes. When he pulled up to her apartment building, Jess didn’t look back.

      “Goodbye, Conlan.”

      And that was it. He didn’t know what he’d expected her to say, but those two words didn’t even come close. Watching her walk through the glass door, he knew this might very well be the last time he saw Jess. It was a bit ironic that she was the one walking away.
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