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      A man wearing only the bottom half of a Star Wars stormtrooper outfit streaked past Felicity Hart. She ducked out of the way as the half-naked frat boy whooped and bounced to the music, heading straight for a group of girls wearing white bunny ears who were gathered by the kitchen bar.

      So this is what grad student parties are like.

      Drinking, dancing, and insanity. Felicity shook her head, trying not to laugh. After growing up in a small town in Nebraska, she hadn’t been prepared for college life in Chicago. Talk about culture shock. She was used to everyone in town knowing not just her name, but far too much about her personal life. Even after six years of living here, being surrounded by thousands of strangers who knew absolutely nothing about her, it was still both completely unsettling and oddly liberating.

      For the first four years of college and the past two years of her master’s, she’d hidden in her little shell. But a few months ago she’d met Layla Russo, a graduate student just like her, and they’d hit it off. Layla was the only reason Felicity had pulled a Cinderella and come to the ball. She would have laughed at the thought, but she was dead tired and stifled a yawn instead. At this rate, she’d turn into a pumpkin before midnight.

      Happy Birthday to me, she thought and fisted her hands in the voluminous skirts of her Tudor gown. She stood out too much at this party—which happened when you skipped over the sexy cat costumes and zeroed in on the classy Anne Boleyn Tudor ball gown. Felicity should have worn some cheap costume, but she just couldn’t do it. Halloween was her favorite holiday. She’d scrimped and saved to buy a good costume, one that meant something to her. She’d been lucky enough to find this gown on a deep-discount rack at a costume warehouse. Hence the beautiful, elegant, yet still sexy gown she wore at that moment. At least it had been sexy in the sixteenth century.

      I am such a nerd.

      She had gotten her share of raised eyebrows and smothered laughs when she’d entered the apartment with her friends, but she didn’t care. She was ready to celebrate her entrance into adulthood at a normal party. Even if it had taken her until graduate school to be brave enough to attend a social gathering like this.

      And why shouldn’t she? She’d worked hard—late-night study sessions, endless art exhibit submissions—all in the hope of attaining grades that would be good enough to take her from a small Nebraska town to the hip art communities of Chicago. She deserved a party. And going to one at Layla’s boyfriend’s fancy apartment was safe enough since it was close to the school and the gallery where she worked.

      Several laughing girls bumped into her, plastic cups brimming with alcohol. She danced back a step, narrowly avoiding drenching her gown in cheap beer as one of the girls stumbled in her heels, sending her cup flying through the air.

      “Shit!” the girl hissed, then started giggling with her friends as she bent over to clean up the mess.

      The entire night had been one near miss after another. The last thing Felicity needed was her costume smelling like beer.

      She glanced at the group of pretty girls in the bunny ears and the gathering of boys around them.

      Why didn’t I think of wearing something like that? She glanced at the girls with their perfect bikini bodies, and she blushed. There was no way she could run around in something skimpy like that and feel confident. She just didn’t look good in tight clothes…or revealing clothes. She was a size twelve, which was just a little too plump to look good in a skintight costume. She shuddered at the thought of being so exposed.

      The crowd of people thinned out as she headed toward the room she sought. She took a moment to pause, one hand resting on the wall as she tried to suck in a breath. Maybe the corset was a bad idea.

      “Hey!” A familiar feminine voice cut through the noise, and Felicity looked over her shoulder.

      Layla was the official hostess of the party even though the apartment belonged to her boyfriend, Tanner, and she certainly acted like it as she strode toward her. She was a sight—five foot, curvy, and completely rocking her zombie stripper costume. Amazingly, Layla managed to look both scary and cute as she crossed the room in her four-inch stilettos. Felicity knew without a doubt that she’d break her neck in shoes like that, which was why she’d opted for red silk slippers that matched her gown.

      “Hey, you okay?” Layla reached her and linked her arm through Felicity’s. “I saw you yawning from across the room.”

      Felicity wrinkled her nose. “Just tired. Been up since dawn, have a midterm paper due tomorrow, and I feel every minute of a year older.” Felicity wrinkled her nose. “Is it still all right to crash in Tanner’s brother’s bedroom?”

      “Of course! I don’t want you having to travel across half the city tonight to get back to that little hole in the wall you live in.” Layla linked her arm through Felicity’s. “I really wish you’d just move in with me.” Her friend pouted dramatically, but Felicity stiffened her spine in an attempt resist Layla’s begging.

      “As much as I love your apartment, Layla, it’s out my budget at the moment.” It was double what her tiny place was, and Felicity’s budget was already stretched thin. “You sure Tanner’s brother won’t mind?” It still felt weird to be sleeping in a guy’s bed whether he was there or not.

      “Yeah. Jared won’t be back till Sunday night, so you’re welcome to stay the whole weekend,” Layla said. “Besides, even if he wasn’t spending the entire weekend working, he’d never be caught dead anywhere near a party like this. That workaholic wouldn’t know fun if it bit him in the ass.” She snorted as though picturing just that. “Are you sure you’re just tired, birthday girl?”

      With her classes and her part-time job, Felicity was grateful for early nights where she could find them—and the prospect of staying up into the wee hours and endangering her beloved dress didn’t hold much appeal. No, the sweet song of a comfy bed and a few hours of oblivion was calling to her.

      “I’m good!” she insisted. “Go have more fun and don’t worry about me. Go find Tanner before he realizes you’ve ditched him.” Felicity pointed to Layla’s boyfriend, who was politely escaping the group of bunnies and searching about for Layla.

      Tanner Redmond and Layla had hooked up the first day of classes five years ago and had been together ever since. He was hot, smart, and totally nice, not at all like some of the entitled jerks she had to deal with when she handled rich clients at the gallery where she worked, which was a shocker given that he was a rich kid. He and his older brother, Jared, shared this beautiful apartment. She’d never met Jared. Even though she’d spent the last three months around Tanner and Layla, the mysterious older brother had never once shown up.

      Layla’s dark eyes ran up and down Felicity with concern. “You sure you don’t want to stay out here? You don’t have to crash now. Unless you’re not feeling well?” Layla cocked one hip, her hand perched there as she continued to study Felicity. Felicity swallowed down the flutter of nerves that always came whenever her friend tried to make her participate more in the student culture, but she shook her head. She wasn’t good at being fun and spontaneous or wild. Graduate student life seemed to be built on those three things when one wasn’t studying or writing papers. It was just her luck that she was too shy to be bold in life like Layla.

      It never ceased to amaze Felicity how much of a mother hen her friend could be.

      “I’m good,” she answered Layla, her voice firm. Sometimes she had to use a “parent voice” in order to get Layla to stop mothering her. “Go and have fun. You said the bedroom is the last on the left?”

      “Yup. And seriously, stay the weekend. Just come back here after your midterm, and we can hang out.” Layla’s offer was tempting, and Felicity found herself more than considering it. It sure would be nice to crash here for a few days. “I still can’t believe you have a term paper due on the Saturday after Halloween,” Layla muttered. “Ugh.” Layla wrinkled her nose. “Some teachers are jerks. I’d be happy to make a voodoo doll of him, and we can shove pins in him.” Her friend was grinning wickedly as she suggested this.

      Felicity bit back a laugh. “If I didn’t like Professor Willoughby as much as I do, I might take you up on that.”

      Layla escorted her all the way to the door and then curved her arms around Felicity in a hug. Her throat tightened as she fought off the fierce happiness that came over her whenever her friend hugged her.

      Layla didn’t hug by halves—she gripped you hard, squeezed the air out of your lungs, and made you feel loved.

      Felicity just wasn’t used to that—unlike Layla with her sprawling and loud family that found it natural to hug and kiss constantly, Felicity’s parents were not overtly affectionate. They were sweet, and she knew they loved her, but they didn’t put their affection on display like Layla—unbridled and consuming.

      “Just do me a favor. Get some rest and kick butt on your research tomorrow.”

      “Yes, Mom.” Felicity stuck her tongue out, and they both giggled.

      As Layla turned back to the party, Felicity slipped into the sanctuary and relative quiet of the dark bedroom. Her breath caught as she took in the view of the city through the tall windows. The skyline of downtown Chicago was a man-made mountain range of lights twinkling in a sea of black. The sky behind the buildings was a soft purple, cutting a contrast against the silhouettes of the buildings. It was one amazing view, and it always made her breathless when she caught a glimpse of the monolithic buildings. Her hands ached to sketch the sight, but she hadn’t brought her pad with her.

      Fifteen stories up, none of the city sounds that kept her up at night could be heard from Jared’s bedroom. She liked that. She wandered over to the window, wanting to sate herself on the sight of glittering lights and an endless glowing horizon. When she’d had her fill of the view, she turned back to investigate just what sort of room she would be spending the night in.

      A massive bed against one wall with a cherrywood headboard and a deep crimson comforter looked soft and inviting. The scent of aftershave and an enticing masculine aroma made her all too aware again that this was a man’s domain. She scanned the rest of the room. A large desk was laden with files and paperwork. If he was such a workaholic, why didn’t he spend more time at this desk and enjoy the view? If she had this to look at all day, she could see the appeal of working from home. But as a lawyer, maybe he didn’t get that option, and had to be in the office all day.

      It suddenly bothered her that she had no idea what Jared looked like. Being in his personal space like this was oddly intimate, and it felt strange seeing so much of the man without ever having seen his face. As an artist, all she did was think about what things and people looked like. Not being able to see the features or the build of the man who lived here was unsettling.

      Layla had said he was thirty and panty-melting hot—but not as hot as Tanner, of course. Layla wasn’t the type of girl to really eye another man when she was happily in love, but she did appreciate beauty of the masculine variety. Felicity had laughed at the thought. She’d never seen any guy worth calling panty-melting hot, at least none outside of the movies. Layla said that Jared could give Jamie Dornan a run for his money on hotness and intensity.

      Layla’s words came back to her, and she smiled as she could hear her friend’s voice so clearly in her head. “You know what I’m talking about. Tanner is all sorts of brooding and intense. He can just look at you and you go all wet and melty, you know? Like he’d fuck you so good you’d break the bed and ask for more. Jared’s like that, too.” Felicity hadn’t been able to get that out of her mind. Layla had said Tanner was just like Jared, only younger. It explained everything. Tanner’s intensity was tempered by his youth and sweetness, but his older brother had that jaded, hot bad-boy thing going on, according to Layla.

      Now she stood in said panty-melter’s room and couldn’t help but picture a gorgeous, sexy man walking through the room, putting on a suit, critically eyeing his appearance in the mirror over the dresser.

      Unable to resist and knowing it was completely inappropriate, she opened the top drawer of the beautiful dark dresser. Neatly rolled ties of a dozen different colors and patterns decorated the drawer, and a set of different styles of watches with leather and metal bands sat next to a box filled with cufflinks that glinted like jewels beneath the glass lid.

      “Wow.” She trailed her fingertips over the watches. A man with refined, expensive tastes.

      Felicity watched the shadows play across the room, accenting the bed where Jared slept. What would it be like to share a bed with a man like him? To be the focus of all that raw masculinity and sexual energy? Her body hummed at the fantasy her mind seemed determined to play out. Her skin burned at the thought of what could happen if he came here tonight and found her in his bedroom. What if he just stood there, blocking the door, staring down at her? What if he told her to strip off her clothes and get into bed?

      God, I need to get laid. Felicity shook her head. Even though she was a virgin, her fantasies could get wild. She struggled to get her libido under control.

      Felicity sighed as she leaned against the bed, relishing the moment to bask in such luxury. She smoothed a hand over the red comforter. Satin? No, silk. She was tempted to lie down, just for a bit, but she knew she should change into her PJ’s before getting in. She tried the nearest door, only to discover a large walk-in-closet with dozens of suits and a tall rack of expensive leather shoes. Not the bathroom. Her bag was supposed to be in the bathroom where Layla had said she’d put it. She approached the last door she hadn’t opened. Felicity flicked on the light, found her bag sitting on the marble floor, and then searched through her clothes. When she didn’t immediately find them, she dumped her gym bag over, muttering as she dug through the contents on the bed.

      “Damn!” No pajamas. She’d left them at home.

      All she had was her change of clothes for tomorrow. She wouldn’t sleep in those. Returning to the bed, she put a hand to her stomach. The corset dug deep into her. How the heck did women live like this back in the day? Sure, it was fun to wear for a couple of hours, but spend her life in one of these? No way.

      Gathering her skirts, she tucked her legs up on the bed and rested her head on the pillow.

      So soft. Her mind started to drift in that hazy place between being awake and being asleep. What would it be like to live in a place like this? Surrounded by beauty, success, wealth? She’d likely never know. Her dream was to be an artist and a curator of a museum. Not much money in either of those dreams, but they were her passions.

      Passion.

      The word made her smile. The man who slept in this room definitely had passion, workaholic or not. He appreciated the finer things, and his taste was impeccable. Her fingers tapped along the bedding. It really was a pity she’d never meet the owner. A yawn escaped her, and she stuck a balled fist against her mouth. Her thoughts drifted, and she let them wander into dreams of the sexy man whose bed she was currently in and what would happen if he returned.
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        * * *

      

      Jared Redmond stumbled from the taxicab, his brown leather briefcase smacking his back as he struggled to stay on his feet. He swallowed a growl of frustration. This was the last time he let the senior partners of his firm keep him out late to celebrate. He’d only had one drink, since he was dead tired from the last few months of overtime at the office. Having to smile, laugh, and socialize all night with the partners left him edgy and desperate to get home and crawl into bed.

      God forbid he just do his job and do it well enough to earn respect. No, he had to spend hours at one of the most expensive restaurants with them, watching them pat each other on the back when he’d done all the heavy lifting in their multi-million-dollar transaction.

      Big fucking mistake.

      Now he was completely drained, and his body was determined to go to sleep on him right there on the street. His vision was fine, but his motor skills seemed to have abandoned him. He reached the glass doors of his apartment building lobby, leaning a little too heavily against the glass. Fishing around in his pocket for his keycard, he muttered a string of curses when his hand came up empty. He glanced up and rapped his knuckles. Thank God, the guard recognized him and buzzed him inside.

      “Mr. Redmond.” The security guard nodded, a knowing smile on the older man’s lips.

      “Hey, Randy,” he greeted, wincing at the slur of his words.

      A few more steps and he reached the elevator. After much effort focusing on the series of floor buttons on the panel, he pressed the button to the fifteenth floor and it lit up. He leaned his head back on the mirrored walls, resting. Jesus, it was like he was drunk, but he knew it was sheer exhaustion.

      It had been a hell of a day. After two months of negotiations, sleepless nights, long hours, and no chance of reviving his obsolete social life, he’d closed the massive real estate deal, and closed it earlier than he’d anticipated. Everyone demanded they go out and celebrate. He just wanted to crash and sleep off all of the stress pent up inside him.

      He was going to walk into his bedroom and face-plant on his bed and not move all weekend from that spot.

      Tanner would be out with his girlfriend, Layla, celebrating. It was Halloween, wasn’t it? A little grin tugged at his lips. The apartment would be empty and quiet. The perfect benefit of arriving home early. He’d told Tanner he wouldn’t be back until Sunday, and it was only Friday now. He expected his little brother and girlfriend would be out partying the night away, giving him total silence and a soft bed to crash on without any disturbances.

      The second the elevator doors slid open with a soft hiss, he heard the music and the erratic noises of a party. Laughter, voices, all coming from their apartment.

      Fucking hell.

      “Tanner,” he growled, fists clenched.

      So the partying tonight was in, not out.

      Jared contemplated turning around and finding a hotel, or worse, calling Shana. No, bad idea. They’d dated on and off during law school and after, but they’d never been exclusive. Currently he and Shana were off. Definitely off.

      Lousy timing for Tanner to throw a damn party.

      That was the main problem with letting his twenty-four-year-old brother live with him. He’d thought it would be nice to spend some time with his little brother, but with his work schedule he barely saw Tanner. The one night they might have hung out, he was too tired to care. He was not in the mood to dodge drunken graduate students all night and try to drown out all the racket they were making. Luck wasn’t with him tonight. Fuck, he was turning into a crotchety old man if he was going to let a party piss him off.

      The door to their place was unlocked, and when he swung the door open, a wave of fresh sound engulfed him. His eardrums throbbed, and he winced at the explosion of the music that drilled into his skull like nails. Scantily-dressed girls bounced about to the pounding rhythm of the music along with guys who were watching with giddy-schoolboy expressions. Some of them cheered and smiled, drunkenly overjoyed that a new person had shown up to the party. Several familiar faces, Tanner’s friends, waved at him or nodded as he walked past them.

      “Jared! I thought you weren’t coming home till tomorrow?” A zombie stripper stepped in front of him, hands on her hips. Through the gory makeup he thought he recognized her.

      “Layla?”

      Tanner’s girlfriend was dressed as a zombie stripper. Only Layla could manage to pull off that look.

      “Layla, what the hell is going on?” he demanded, gesturing to the insanity. A girl in a sexy Lara Croft costume was singing a bad karaoke cover of “Somebody’s Watching Me.” Holy fuck. He was going to need some noise-cancelling headphones to survive this shit. For a brief second he considered tossing everyone out on their damn asses, but this place was half Tanner’s and he’d told Tanner he wouldn’t be here tonight. Brother code demanded he suffer through this bullshit.

      Layla didn’t look chagrined in the least. “It’s Halloween. Oh, and Felicity’s birthday, obviously.”

      “Who is Felicity?” He’d never met anyone named Felicity. Not that it was surprising, because he was never around when his brother was hanging out with Layla and their friends. He didn’t really remember what it was like to be that carefree. Law school and work had a way of consuming a person’s good memories.

      “Scratch that, I don’t care. Is this thing”—he waved a hand around—“ending anytime soon?” He shifted his briefcase strap over his shoulder. His suit was starting to suffocate him, and as much as he liked the particular steel-gray tie he wore at the moment, he was desperate enough to cut it right off his neck if he couldn’t get to his room fast enough.

      “Uh…” She licked her lips. “Don’t know. But you said you weren’t coming back until Sunday.”

      “Well, here I am and tired as fuck. So I’m going to bed. Try to keep it down,” he growled.

      “Uh, Jared.” She dodged around him, trying to prevent him from getting past her.

      “What did you do?” He arched a brow, sensing by the way her eyes widened and she shifted in her stilettos that something was wrong.

      “I might have given your bed away.” Layla bit her lip, yet she was brave enough to still meet his eyes.

      “What do you mean you gave my bed away?”

      She attempted to smile. “You were supposed to be gone until Sunday, and Felicity needed a place to stay tonight. It’s late, and I didn’t want her to go home alone. She lives in a sketchy part of town—so I told her she could crash in your bed since you weren’t going to be here.” She glared at him, accusing him of something he wasn’t entirely sure was his fault. “So she’s in your room tonight.” She ended with a finality that did not entirely make sense to his tired brain.

      “Let me get this straight. Some girl is in my bed…right now?”

      Layla swallowed, her eyes darting away before coming back to him. “Um…yeah?”

      “No,” he stated and stalked toward his room, Layla at his heels. Whoever this Felicity person was, she was in his bed, and since it was his bed, whatever Layla and this girl had seemed to think otherwise, he’d have her out of it.

      Reaching his bedroom door, he crashed it open and strode in, prepared for all the hell and fury that came with drunk, twenty-something females—and instead, as his eyes adjusted, he found a princess in his bed.

      Layla clattered behind on her too-tall stilettos. “Jared, wait—”

      He pushed the door open, and a yellow beam of light from the hallway cut across the dark room, revealing a figure lying across his bed.

      A princess. There was a princess in his bed.

      The burgundy-and-gold gown was draped over his comforter with pearls glowing like tiny moons on the bodice of her gown.

      What the fuck?

      “Please don’t wake her,” Layla begged.

      Wake her? Jared shook his head. What nonsense. He wasn’t a romantic. Even though she was certainly a fantasy. All luscious curves and mystery. Her dark auburn hair cascading over the pillow looked soft. His hands ached to reach out and fist in the strands. She looked like the kind of woman a young man dreamed about and ruined his sheets over, the kind of woman he’d stopped dreaming about a long time ago because he was convinced they didn’t exist.

      He didn’t turn to look at Layla as he spoke. “Who is that?”

      “Felicity Hart. Birthday girl and, more importantly, my best friend.” The threat was heavily implied. Don’t screw with Layla or her friends. Her loyalty in that respect was one of the things he admired most about his brother’s girlfriend.

      Layla’s fingers curled around his biceps and squeezed, getting his attention.

      “I told her she could sleep in your room since you weren’t supposed to be here. It’s the only place available for her to sleep.”

      “I’m not giving up my bed. I worked seventy hours this week. I’m going to sleep.” He got one step inside his room before Layla practically tackled him, climbing up his back like a spider monkey.

      “You. Will. Not. Wake. Her. Up,” Layla growled, nails digging into his arms. “She has a really important research paper due tomorrow, and she needs to sleep.”

      “She can stay, but I’m sharing my bed with her. End of discussion. Go back to your party.” With a little shove, he made sure Layla couldn’t get back in before he shut the door in her face.

      When he turned back around, he studied the girl in his bed. Without the hallway light he could barely make out her features. Just a silhouette, really, of a princess. Arousal slammed into him. He felt like an idiot. He never dated anyone who was still in school. They were too young. A year ago he’d tried to date a girl who was twenty-four, but she’d gotten pissed every time he’d had to work late. She didn’t get the pressures of his job. None of the girls younger than him seemed to understand that. Layla was all right, but she was still a kid. He needed someone mature who was at the same point in her life as him, an adult.

      The hot little princess was the last thing he needed to be thinking about.

      Don’t think about her or how much fun it would be to wake her up and kiss her. Just be a gentleman and go to bed.

      His inner voice was a goddamn control freak, but he was thankful someone was still responsible.

      Turning away, he started to strip out of his work clothes. He kicked his shoes off and then slipped a pair of pajama bottoms on. He didn’t bother with a shirt. He always got a little hot at night anyway. As he moved deeper into the room, he caught his foot on a chair. It screeched as it slid across the wood, and he winced, catching himself against the back of it. He glanced at the bed, but the girl hadn’t woken. A few quick steps and then he hit the bed, landing on his stomach and bouncing a little. The princess next to him didn’t stir. He shifted a couple of inches and slid one arm beneath his pillow to puff it up as he laid his head down. The toll of the night’s celebrations dragged him to the edge of the abyss of sleep. He was so close…

      A little gasp and a half-strangled whimper pulled him to the surface again. “Whah?” He groaned and rolled onto his side facing the girl.

      She was thrashing and whimpering beside him. Her hands clawed at the bodice of her dress, as though trying to escape it.

      “Damn it!” He sat up and flicked on the lamp by his side of the bed. The wash of color in the room showed how flushed the girl was. She still shifted and kicked, moaning as if in pain. Jared leaned over and gently jostled her shoulder.

      “Hey, kid, wake up.”

      She jolted awake. Bright gray eyes like liquid mercury flashed in shock and fear as her gaze fell on him.

      “Hi,” he said.

      The princess blinked, her eyes darting around the room, then back to him, focusing on his bare chest. Her pupils dilated.

      “Did we…um…who—” She shook her head as though to clear it. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?”

      Jared let out a raspy chuckle. “I’m the one who should be asking questions. But it’s been a long day and I’m beat. I’m Jared, and you are in my bed.”

      He stood and walked back to his cherrywood dresser. His fingers curled around the brass handle, and he opened the top drawer.

      “You’re Tanner’s brother?” Her voice was soft, husky. It rolled over him, soothing his irritation.

      He selected a silk striped button-down nightshirt and a pair of boxers from his drawer and then returned to the bed. “Here.” He held the clothes out to her.

      “What are those for?” she asked. One elegant brow rose.

      “You. You woke up clawing at your dress. Looks like it’s too tight around your chest and it’s restricting your breathing. Unless you have clothes of your own, you’re changing into these so we can both get some sleep. Layla said you had some paper due tomorrow.”

      When she opened her mouth, he could see the protest in her eyes and it amused him. Feisty little thing. And damned if he didn’t picture all the things he’d like to do to that little mouth.

      “Take the clothes and change in the bathroom. Now.” He deepened his voice, and she hopped out of bed, snatching the clothes as she darted into the bathroom. She froze, then slowly looked over her shoulder at him.

      “What?”

      “My dress…it’s the laces in the back. I can’t reach them.”

      A sigh escaped him. “Come here.” He crooked a finger and sat farther back on his bed. She sidled up to him, bashfulness in her every movement.

      There was something sinful and suggestive about the way she nibbled her bottom lip. He twirled a finger, indicating for her to spin around. She offered her back to him. The silk ribbons on the back of her gown came undone easily enough, but he was surprised to see the second set of laces beneath, which belonged to a corset. It was black with embroidered red roses that set off the color of the loose tangles of her hair. The strands teased the back of his hands as he unlaced the corset. The creamy skin of her lower back made his mouth go dry. The princess was trying to kill him with these temptations.

      All too soon the view disappeared as she rushed into the adjoining bathroom to change.

      He fell back onto the bed, staring up at the ceiling. His fingers tapped a rhythm on his stomach as he waited. This was not at all how he’d predicted his night would go. He wasn’t complaining—not exactly.

      The princess emerged, gown gone. She looked so young, standing there dwarfed in his button-down shirt and a hint of his boxers beneath the hem at her mid-thighs. Her gorgeous hair was wild and long, and it looked like she’d been well loved in bed. He didn’t miss the swell of her full breasts against the thin, expensive silk. The top button was low down her chest, exposing a wealth of creamy skin. Damn.

      He was about to say something bad, something that his exhausted mind would probably get him slapped for, when his bedroom door burst open and light from the hallway illuminated them both.

      “Dude…found a bed.” A man wearing the bottom half of a stormtrooper costume stumbled toward Jared’s bed. Behind him trailed a girl in a Playboy Bunny outfit.

      Jared glanced at Felicity, who’d frozen in shock, her hands pulling the button-up shirt closed against her throat, her cheeks a bright pink in the dim light.

      “Oh…hey…” The stormtrooper finally noticed Jared as Jared got to his feet, scowling. “Do you mind if we—”

      “Get the fucking hell out of my room,” Jared growled. “Now.” He may have been almost half-dead with fatigue, but he could still throw a punch if he needed to.

      “But come on, man, I want to get laid…” the boy whispered too loudly, and the bunny behind him giggled.

      “I’ll lay you flat on your goddamn ass if you don’t get lost.” Jared took a menacing step toward the inebriated pair, and they stumbled back into the hall. Jared didn’t hesitate. He slammed his bedroom door in the wooden frame and clicked the lock into place before he turned back to face Felicity. Her hand was covering her mouth, and her eyes were wide.

      “Sorry about that, princess. I locked the door. No one else will stumble in—I promise.”

      She blinked, dropped her hand, and then her eyes drifted from the door to his face as though debating whether she was safe with him in a locked room.

      “Come on. I don’t bite.” Hard, he silently added, and flashed what he knew was a wolfish grin.

      “I could sleep elsewhere,” she hedged, playing with the collar of the button-down shirt. “Layla said you’d be gone all weekend.”

      “It’s fine. This thing is a California king. Plenty of room for both of us. It’s just one night.”

      He waited for her to pad on little bare feet to her side of the bed. It dipped slightly as she got in under the covers. She tensed when he crawled beneath the blankets, but after a moment, when he didn’t move toward her, she blew out a breath. He rolled away to turn off the lamp by his bedside, then settled back, puffing his pillow again as he lay on his back and closed his eyes. A sweet, subtle scent filled his nose, like vanilla and fresh rain. When the princess shifted, trying to get comfortable, the scent grew stronger. Her scent.

      “Thanks for letting me stay. I’m Felicity, by the way.”

      He could hear the yawn in her voice, and it made him grin.

      “Good night, princess,” he murmured.

      She didn’t respond. The soft little sound of her faint breaths did something funny to his chest. It tightened, and he sucked in a deep breath, hoping to ease the tension.

      Now was not the time to be having a soft spot for a woman. He had so much to worry about at work, especially with Shana and her father. There wasn’t time to seduce a sweet little princess, even if he wanted to. She really was a cute little thing, though.

      Not for me. He sighed and let his body crash.
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      The cell phone alarm buzzed, a light musical chime accompanying the vibrations. Felicity fumbled on the nightstand for the phone and silenced it.

      6:00 a.m. Two and a half hours until her American Colonial Art paper was due. The urge to get up and get moving just wasn’t there. The bed was warm, and she felt safe. The last thing she wanted to do was get up and think about a bunch of colonists and loyalists duking it out in the seventeen hundreds and how that had affected painting styles in Colonial America. Right now she wanted to stay where she was, cocooned in heat, and drift back to that pleasant place between being awake and dreaming.

      It was then she noticed the long, muscled arm curled around her waist, tucking her back against a hard, warm body.

      What the—

      Another rattling buzz. This time it came from the other side of the bed. She rolled over, careful not to wake the man in bed next to her. A wall of muscled male chest met her face. Her gaze raked up the bare torso of the man to his face where it rested on his pillow.

      Jared Redmond.

      She was sharing a bed with Tanner’s brother. Had she really let him untie her dress and corset last night? Her eyes closed for a brief instant as she pushed back her shyness. He was still asleep, and she took advantage of it to study his face. It was a nice face, not too handsome, yet somehow sexy and incredibly attractive. Strong jaw, aquiline nose, too-long dark eyelashes fanned over slightly tanned skin. Dark brows winged over eyes that she knew had to be dark brown like his brother’s. He was the sort of man who wasn’t a pretty boy, yet he had some serious animal magnetism even while he slept.

      Her fingers tingled as she resisted the urge to reach out and trace his lips. The bottom lip was slightly fuller than the top. His hair was a rich chocolate, long enough to tunnel her fingers through. Would it be silky or slightly rough in texture? She nibbled her bottom lip.

      This was the closest she’d ever been to a man before—at least in bed—and it was fascinating and a little unnerving. A shadow of a beard made him look older, a little rugged. The pit of her stomach dropped, and she shivered with excitement. He was only thirty, but that felt so much older than her at the moment. He was a man.

      Jared had the body of a man, unlike the graduate student guys in her classes. He was hot and dangerous looking, and every time she thought about that, her stomach quivered. She was in his bed, as he’d said the night before. She’d been helpless to resist when he’d gently commanded her to undress with that deep baritone voice of his. She glanced down at herself. His shirt and boxers were large and comfortable on her, and the intimacy of wearing his clothes had her heart thrumming like a hummingbird’s wings.

      That other phone was buzzing again on his side of the bed. Suddenly he jerked, rolling away as he picked up the phone.

      Had he been awake this whole time? Did he know she’d been just staring at him? Had he meant to be holding her so close when she’d woken up?

      God, I’m such an idiot.

      “Hell,” Jared muttered and fell back on his bed, eyes closed, his phone silenced. Two breaths more, and then he spoke again. “So you getting up? I’ll let you shower first.”

      “What?” He was offering her his shower? Before she wouldn’t have thought twice about using it, but now that its owner was here, she’d figured she’d skip it until after her test. The idea of her being naked with just a door between them sent a little shiver through her.

      “The shower. It’s yours. I’m still waking up.” He twisted to face her, propping his head on his hand to stare at her.

      “Get moving, princess. Or else I might give in to my desire to kiss you. A man can only stand so much temptation.” He chuckled.

      Felicity shot out of the bed like she’d been fired out of a cannon. Kiss her? Was he serious?

      “I’m a good kisser,” he called out after her.

      He was still laughing, probably because of the look she knew he must be seeing on her face. His grin hit her right behind the knees. She retreated, her back hitting his dresser.

      “I…um…have a term paper due.” That was stupid. She was making it worse by opening her mouth. She mentally smacked herself and ran to the shower. Cranking the nozzle to hot, she picked up her bag from the bathroom floor and searched for her toiletries.

      The water burned her skin, and she sighed. Her own apartment had hot water only when the water heater thought it could handle the building’s demands, which wasn’t often. And when it did bother to work, the pipes rocked inside the walls, creating a banging noise that drove her crazy.

      Staying here at Jared’s apartment was like staying in a four-star hotel. Scrubbing her face in her hands, she let the water pour over her. The tension in her shoulders eased. Not once last night had she woken up. Where she’d grown up, she’d fallen asleep to the melody of crickets and other country sounds. But here in Chicago, with her apartment’s paper-thin walls, all she heard were the violent sounds of the city outside. Ambulances, shouting neighbors, banging pipes, slamming stairwell doors, and the endless creaks and groans as the elevator ground through its gears. Felicity was lucky to get even an hour or two of uninterrupted sleep. Last night had been amazing. Just silence and warmth. Ironically, sleeping with a total stranger—and a man, at that—had been one of the most restful nights of sleep she’d had in a long time.

      Felicity’s skin tingled as she remembered the way it felt to roll over and see him so close. Shock aside, it had been nice. Layla must never find out. She’d try to hook her up with Jared. It would be a bad idea. Between school and work, she didn’t have time. Not to mention she and Jared were nothing alike and had nothing in common. He was a hotshot lawyer, and she was an art student. She doubted he’d even be interested in her, his jokes about kisses aside.

      Rinsing the last bit of soap and conditioner away, she slipped out of the shower and pulled one of the large fluffy white towels off the shelf next to the shower. The towel fit around her body perfectly, and she was able to tuck the corner of it in near the tops of her breasts to keep it on so she could rummage around the drawers of the bathroom counter. There had to be a hairdryer in here somewhere. She hadn’t thought to pack one since Layla had said she could borrow one, but it wasn’t as though she could go parading past Jared in nothing but a towel to find Layla’s hairdryer.

      “What do you need?”

      Jared’s deep voice made her freeze as she bent over the drawer, her bottom in the air.

      “I can help you find whatever you need…although I do love this angle, if you want to keep looking for whatever it is.”

      “Oh!” She whirled around, hands clutching her towel so it wouldn’t drop.

      When she raised her gaze, she found him standing in the open bathroom door, wearing only pajama pants. He leaned one shoulder against the doorjamb. His body was lightly tan, the muscles lean but impressive now that she could see them at a better angle. His pants hung on his narrow hips, and she gulped at the visible V-shaped line of muscles at his hips that seemed to point farther south to places hidden from her eyes. A perfect six-pack. How did a guy get those? They looked too good to be true. She certainly didn’t look like she lived in the gym. Her fingers went white-knuckled on the towel. The last thing she wanted was for him to see her fuller figure. No matter how many diets she tried or how much she exercised, she could never get down to anything below a size twelve.

      “What are you looking for?” he asked again. His gaze lazily drifted from her face down the length of her body. Was that approval in his eyes? Why did she suddenly want him to approve of her?

      “I…uh…hairdryer, please?” She was usually more articulate. The man had the ability to destroy her control over her own mouth.

      He pointed to below the sink. “Should be there.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Coffee or tea?” he asked.

      “Tea,” she replied without thinking.

      “I’ll make some in the kitchen. Come out when you’re done.” He didn’t give her a chance to protest. The bathroom door closed, and he was gone.

      Felicity scrambled through her morning routine, and in fifteen minutes she was dressed in jeans and a comfortable navy-blue sweater with a gray anchor on it. Sitting back on Jared’s bed, she tugged on her worn pair of leather ankle boots. The bedroom was empty, so she headed to the kitchen. A few lone plastic cups lay on surfaces around the apartment, the only remnants of the wild party from the night before. Other than that, the place was surprisingly clean. Out of habit, she collected the few cups and walked into the kitchen to throw them away.

      “Over here, sailor.” Jared was at the other end of the kitchen, where the table was set for two.

      He looked more delicious than the breakfast he’d prepared. He stood there in his pajama pants and shirtless, making her mouth water. His feet were bare, and for some reason that made her smile. She tried not to look at his chest, but it was pretty hard not to admire its muscled perfection. It reminded her of the times she and Layla would spend a night eating pizza and drooling over the gorgeous hunks in Men’s Health magazine. Jared could have been posing for an article on six-pack abs.

      Even though he was the one half-dressed, it made her feel strangely naked. The half-smile that hovered around his lips told her he knew she was uncomfortable and a little flushed.

      Waffles, scrambled eggs, and bacon were already on the plates, and two cups of tea were waiting, steam coiling up in the air in milky tendrils. Her mind blanked. He was feeding her, too? What sort of man did that? Take care of a woman? Definitely none she knew. He fed her, clothed her…without threats, without demanding she accept what he offered. Something about that made her chest ache. She needed to regain control of her emotions.

      “Sailor?” she asked.

      “Your sweater.” His lips twitched as he sat down at the table.

      She glanced down at the anchor. “Oh, right.” What was with him and the nicknames? Kid, princess, sailor…

      She dropped into the seat across from him and reached for her cup of tea. The porcelain cup burned her fingers—not quite to the point of pain, but enough to make the rest of her warm. She loved that about tea, the way even holding it in her hands could erase a bone-deep chill.

      Jared watched her. The weight of his gaze was an almost tangible touch. Felicity shifted in her chair as she wriggled under his scrutiny.

      “What paper do you have this morning?” he asked after a moment of painfully awkward silence.

      “It’s an analysis of the changing artistic painting styles in Colonial America during the Revolutionary War.” She sipped her tea. Irish Breakfast. Her favorite.

      Jared dug into his waffle, chewing thoughtfully. “You pick that by choice or force?”

      She didn’t understand his question. “I picked it. I’m an art history major.”

      “Ah…that explains the costume. You, princess, are a nerd.” His judgmental smirk made her want to punch him, yet she still also found it infuriatingly attractive.

      A prickle of indignation buried beneath her skin. Nerd? Nerd!

      “I am not. Appreciating history isn’t bad,” she countered.

      With a scrape of a fork over the plate he continued to eat, his whiskey brown eyes fixed on her every few seconds.

      “Never said it was bad.”

      Okay. Felicity wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so she decided to eat in silence. After a few bites—delicious ones—she realized she had relaxed a little more around him. She’d slept with Jared. Well, not slept with him, but being around him and not making a fool of herself by being too awkward was impressive when she’d rarely spent time alone with any guys back home. Instead, her heart beat a little quicker, her mouth was desert-dry, and her hands trembled with excitement.

      “So…Layla said you’re an attorney?” She decided to try small talk again. Her plate was wiped clean and so was his. He leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head, fingers laced as he studied her.

      “Yeah. I focus on real estate transactions. I’m an associate attorney at Pimms & Associates LLP.”

      The name didn’t sound familiar, not that it should have. She and Jared moved in very different circles. She was a graduate student with no connections to any big companies in the city, especially not law firms. And she wasn’t from Omaha like Jared. She was just a small-town girl, but he didn’t make her feel that way.

      For the last couple of months of being around Tanner, she’d learned the Redmonds were wealthy, but they had earned it through hard work. More than once Layla had confessed it was one of the things she loved about Tanner. He wasn’t a spoiled playboy. He played hard, sure, but he worked hard, too. He was an engineering major. Those students had an intense curriculum. Felicity and Layla joked that one look at Tanner’s textbooks gave them headaches.

      “Want another waffle?” Jared’s voice cut through her thoughts. He was standing right beside her. When had he moved?

      “No thanks.” She patted her stomach. “Quite full.”

      “Okay. Just make sure you eat enough to fuel your brain for your research paper.” He ruffled a hand over her hair, messing up the artful windblown look she’d spent several minutes that morning perfecting.

      “Hey!” she said, swatting his hand away. When he caught her hand and tugged her body against his, she closed her eyes, praying for a kiss.

      Gentle fingers cupped her chin and lifted her face. “Look at me, princess.”

      She pried one eye open, her heart beating wildly. To her surprise, Jared was studying her, but only kindness and curiosity shone in his warm brown eyes. Like rich maple syrup… She blinked.

      “There you are,” he murmured more to himself than to her. “Welcome back.” He grinned and patted her cheek.

      She couldn’t escape the crushing disappointment. Why hadn’t he kissed her? Was there something wrong with her?

      The gesture was patronizing, yet Felicity couldn’t summon any anger. No one had ever been playful with her or treated her like a kid, or maybe like a sister. But the look in his eyes—there was something dark and wild there, something that did funny things to her insides. Her lips pursed in a tight line.

      “Don’t frown, princess.” He laughed, his back still to her.

      She shot him a scathing look, hot enough to melt steel.

      He was already walking back to the sink, whistling a tune under his breath.

      “Better get going if you’re going to make it to your class.” He joined her back at the table and held out a wad of cash. “Cab money.” He set the money in her hand and then walked back to the sink, apparently oblivious to her standing there gaping. The water ran as he scrubbed pots. A lawyer who did his own dishes? What next?

      “I have money.” She attempted to put the money on the counter next to him, but he caught her wrist. The warmth of his hand, slightly slick with dish soap, made her heart skip a beat. She met his gaze, steel determination forcing her not to mentally cower.

      “Consider it an apology for whatever I may have said or done last night and for disrupting your sleep. I really wasn’t supposed to come back last night, but we closed our sale on time without any issues, so I was able to come back early.”

      Apology? Was he serious? He’d saved her from a drunken stormtrooper and a Playboy Bunny. She’d felt completely safe  with him, like she had her very own knight in shining armor guarding her while she slept. That wasn’t the sort of thing a girl like her would forget. She’d never been the damsel-in-distress type, but she had to admit she liked knowing someone had her back, that she wasn’t alone. But it wasn’t meant to be. She was hoping her boss at her art gallery was going to give her a personal recommendation for a position at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, or LACMA as it was called. If she got that job, she’d be leaving Chicago at the end of the school year when she graduated. That meant no dating, no love—not here, not with him.

      “Look, this is really—” She pulled out of his grasp, unnerved by how unafraid of his touch she was.

      “Let a man be chivalrous once in a while. We like it. Makes us feel needed.” He dried his hands off and tucked the money in the front of her jeans.

      Heat exploded through her in an almost violent rush as he invaded her space yet again. Why was she letting him affect her like that?

      “No argument?” he teased.

      She shook her head, her mind a little blank as she got lost in the splinters of gold and the flecks of green in his eyes. She hadn’t seen that before. They weren’t hazel, but the brown had a myriad of subtle colors in it. His eyes made her think of summer sun and lazy afternoons, the few in her life she’d been able to enjoy. She licked her lips, trying to erase the cotton-dry feeling in her mouth.

      “Go get your stuff and get out of here. I don’t want you to miss out on the colonial artwork.” He winked.

      Felicity finally found control of her body, and she hastily left the kitchen to pack her things. She left her change of clothes in her gym bag in Jared’s room, even though she wanted to leave it with Layla. There was no way she was interrupting Layla and Tanner in bed. Right now she had to focus on her term paper. She couldn’t afford to jeopardize her scholarship. Not even to linger one more minute in the presence of a handsome man who was just a little too sexy and a little too dangerous. Not scary dangerous, but the sort of dangerous that, if she wasn’t careful, she might fall hopelessly in love with him. She’d had her heart broken already, and trust wasn’t easy for her. The last thing she needed was Jared destroying her carefully-constructed fortress.

      Yeah, he was dangerous all right.
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      Felicity haunted his thoughts. A flicker of light against the windows reminded him of her flashing gray eyes. God, she was something else. Jared grinned. It had been a long time since he’d had so much fun teasing a girl. The look on her face when he’d tucked the cab money back in her pocket—she’d been all flushed and wide-eyed. Damn. He’d gotten hard as a rock imagining how else he could have made her all pink and hot. But she was young. A graduate student.

      So why did he keep reliving last night like some teenager in a fantasy? There was more to it than a warm body in bed beside him. It was the way she’d fallen asleep almost instantly, showing complete trust. Sharing a bed for the night with another person was more intimate than sex. You let your guard down, had no ready defenses. Most people refused to let themselves become that vulnerable. He was one of them.

      But last night, he could have stayed next to her forever. The sweet smell of her, the rhythm of her light breathing, and the way she’d curled up against him until just before dawn. Jared doubted she remembered that part of the night. He’d have to remind her later, just to see a blush creep across her cheeks.

      There couldn’t be a later, though.

      Suddenly gripped by a bad mood, he stalked down the hall to his bedroom. Even though he kept his windows fairly tinted against the sun, the bold rays lit up the room. A streak of gold and burgundy caught his eye.

      A wolfish grin tugged his lips back up.

      The princess had left her gown.

      Walking over to his bed, he reached out and touched the silk, which gleamed in the light. A hint of heat from the sun warmed his fingers as he picked up the gown. His eyes closed as he remembered the way she’d offered her back to him, so shy and yet completely trusting him. His hands tangling in the laces as he sought to undo them. The whisper of silk against skin.

      Arousal slammed into him. His eyes flew open, and he forced himself to let go of the gown. Since when had he become so sentimental?

      “Morning, Jared,” Layla greeted him from his doorway, dressed in Tanner’s shirt and boxers. Her long dark hair was sexy and rumpled. No doubt she and Tanner had partied well into the night.

      “Layla,” he answered and shifted slightly to block the view of Felicity’s gown on his bed.

      Her eyes tracked the movement like a cat sensing the darting shadow of a mouse.

      “What’s that?” She was instantly alert as she padded across his room.

      “Nothing,” he growled, taking a step toward her. Layla had no sense of boundaries, the result of too many siblings growing up, he supposed.

      “Oh yeah? Sure doesn’t look like nothing.” She winkled her nose as she giggled. Then without warning, she dove around him and snatched up the gown. “This is Felicity’s costume. Why do you have it?”

      Jared licked his lips. It never ceased to amaze him how she could intimidate him, despite her small size. He stood nearly a foot taller than her, but when she got that look in her eyes, it made even him want to retreat.

      “She left it here when she took off for her class.” He attempted to wrestle the dress back from Layla’s hands, but the young woman kept a possessive grip on the fabric, and he didn’t want to tear it.

      “Uh-huh.” She didn’t sound all that convinced. “I’ll just take this, if you don’t mind. It’s not like you need it.” With a saucy little wink she started for the door, then stopped to look over her shoulder. “Oh, Jared, how was last night, by the way?” She paused in the doorway, her gaze on him assessing.

      “Fine.” That was all she was going to get.

      He waited until Layla had disappeared before he shut the door and headed for the shower. Technically, he didn’t have to work today. The sale for their client, the buyer, had gone through yesterday. After this sale, things at the office would settle down. At least for a few days.

      Jared cranked the shower nozzle on and stripped out of his pajama bottoms. When he stepped inside, a sweet vanilla scent hit him hard. Felicity. Her body wash? Or maybe her shampoo? He reached for his own shampoo, a minty-scented bottle. Disappointment prickled inside him at the way the spearmint covered the vanilla. One more trace of last night’s encounter was gone. With a frustrated growl, he scrubbed his scalp, lathering the shampoo into a thick froth before he rinsed.

      A whole day. He had a whole day to burn and do whatever he wanted. Part of him was tempted to crash on his bed and sleep the rest of the day away. But that would only screw up his sleep schedule. He got so little as it was. It would have been worth it if he could have slept in with Felicity in his arms, although if she was there, he’d likely be tempted to do other things than sleep.

      How is Felicity doing on her research? It had been six years since he’d been in college. Seemed more like a hundred. Law school and college were nothing alike. Undergrad had been fun. He’d worked hard and played hard. He didn’t know what getting a master’s degree was like compared to law school, though. Law school—that was the equivalent of joining the army and, rather than going to boot camp for training, just being dropped into the middle of a war zone with a water gun. He had barely gotten out of that experience alive. If it hadn’t been for Shana—and more importantly, her father—he might never have landed his current associate position.

      He scowled. These were never thoughts he liked to linger on, the possibility that he’d only been hired because he’d dated a partner’s daughter. Yeah, really bruising to his ego.

      Jared was tempted to linger in the shower, relishing the way the water soothed his tense muscles. But he couldn’t avoid the inevitable. With a heavy sigh, he shut the water off and exited the shower. He reached for a fresh towel and saw the one that Felicity had used dangling over one peg. It was impossible to forget the look on her face when he’d caught her searching his bathroom. The puffy white towel had hugged her full figure, making her look soft and cuddly. He’d been torn between the desire to hug her to him, stripping the towel away to lick the crystalline droplets from her skin, or to just drag her to bed to make love the rest of the day.

      His cock twitched in a silent salute at the idea. Damn. He needed to get his mind off the little princess. Princess. She’d left her gown. Surely she’d want it back, right? The pearl-encrusted bodice and silk fabric looked pricey.

      It would be rude of him not to return the dress. He had no other plans today. Might be fun to tease her again. Striding over to the chest, he grabbed jeans and a black T-shirt. No suit today, thank God. As much as he loved dressing well, sometimes a man just needed jeans. Once he was dressed, he went in search of Layla and the costume.

      His brother’s girlfriend was in the kitchen, perched on the counter, bare legs swinging as she texted someone and sipped coffee from one of the black mugs he and Tanner had in their cupboards.

      “Where’s Felicity’s costume?”

      She didn’t pause in her texting. “My room. Why?”

      “I’m not working today, and I’d like to return it to her.”

      This made Layla’s fingers freeze above her phone’s screen. Her dark eyes drew a slow line up from her phone to his face. A glint of mischief peeked out from beneath her lashes.

      “Mmmkay. Do you need her phone number and address? I wouldn’t call for at least an hour. She has to finish the paper and turn it in to the professor around eleven a.m.”

      “Good point.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and waited for Layla to give him Felicity’s info. When she was done, he pocketed the phone and returned to his room. He unloaded his briefcase on his desk and happily turned his mind off work, an event that rarely happened.

      “You should take her bag, too.” Layla was in his doorway again, pointing to the blue gym bag half-hidden behind his door. He’d missed that somehow. Layla hadn’t.

      “Okay. Thanks.” He retrieved the bag and set it on his bed.

      “So what happened last night?” Layla asked, her tone neutral as she walked over to his bed and plopped down on it like she owned the place.

      “Kid, it’s none of your business.”

      She kicked one leg off his bed, grinning like a Cheshire cat. “She’s my best friend. It’s definitely my business.”

      “You only met her like a few months ago, right?” He wanted to know more about his bed partner, but he didn’t want Layla getting any crazy ideas in her head.

      “Sometimes how long you’ve known a person doesn’t matter.” Layla fixed him with a catlike gaze full of intentions he couldn’t read clearly. “She and I just clicked.”

      He understood that. Sometimes you met someone and they just fit into place, like an intricate puzzle. You fit, no questions, no doubts. Something about Felicity made him feel like that. He’d never felt that way about a girl before, and frankly, it was a little unnerving.

      “If you like her, Jared, be careful. You break her heart, I break your balls.” Layla mimicked a karate chop motion.

      He chuckled. “You don’t need to worry. She’s sweet but way too young for me. I just feel like I owe her after last night. I should have taken the couch.”

      Layla bit her bottom lip but didn’t bother him further. “Uh-huh.” She slid off his bed and walked to the door, only pausing once to motion with two fingers pointing at her eyes, then to his face. She would be watching him.

      He grinned and picked up his phone and Felicity’s things. He wanted to be ready the moment she turned her paper in. He thought about surprising her. Would that be weird? To show up at her place? No, it wasn’t like he was some creep. He was just giving her bag back.

      With a tenderness that shocked even himself, he folded her gown and then tucked it into her bag. A flash of bright red caught his attention deep in the bag. Using his finger, he extricated the item.

      Red silk panties. Not a thong, just a normal pair, but the way the silk caught the light and slid smoothly against his skin… God, was the girl determined to drive him insane with lust?

      “Damn it.” Guilt nipped at his insides as he tucked the red silk underwear back into the bag. He checked his watch again. Half an hour to go before he could text her. Excitement jittered inside him, a strange feeling he hadn’t felt in a long time. He couldn’t wait to see his princess again, make her blush again, make her smile.
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      At a quarter till eleven, Felicity printed off the last page of her term paper from the library computer system and hastily stapled it and her resource list as well as her painting examples to the back. Then she slipped it into a clean, crisp black binder.

      She was done. The relief of finishing such an intense research project was immense. She’d been working on this paper for two months, and now she could start on something new for next semester. Felicity left the library and headed toward the classroom building across the narrow sidewalk, tugging her coat up to keep out the cold wind. Her professor always preferred to collect term papers in person in his classroom rather than at his office. She had a sneaking suspicion he enjoyed heightening the tension by making everyone wait in line to hand it to him.





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/live-like-there-is-no-midnight.jpg





OEBPS/images/ea1_legally_charming.jpg
USSEAL STNORD A BFSISLILER \

LAUREN SMITH








