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Chapter 1

 

Not again!

A low growl emanated from Atticus’s chest, and he came to an abrupt halt as he was about to hang up his bathrobe before taking his morning shower. Because the hook where he would normally hang his robe was already occupied.

By a tiny scrap of black lace and silk.

Black.

Lace.

And silk.

His cock immediately engorged as he imagined the sexy bra lovingly cupping the pert breasts of the woman it belonged to. Full breasts he could imagine were tipped with pretty, pale, rose-colored nipples to go with her peaches-and-cream complexion and gorgeous tumble of red hair—

“Jenna!” Atticus bellowed as he pulled on and refastened his robe to cover his raging erection. “Get your ass in here. Now!”

“I’m busy,” came the muffled reply down the hallway.

“I said now, damn it!”

“God, Attie.” That mocking voice became clearer as Jenna walked down the hallway toward him. “You are such a pain in my butt. I’m trying to get ready for work here—” She broke off as she came to a halt in the open doorway, one auburn eyebrow arched as she saw the bra now dangling from one of his fingers.

“Do not call me Attie,” Atticus warned gruffly. He held up the scrap of material. “Yours, I believe?”

Her mouth twitched, and it was obvious she was holding back a smile. “Even if there’s something you aren’t telling me, I’m pretty sure this isn’t going to fit you.” She gave his covered and muscular chest a pointed glance as she unhooked the bra from his finger.

He continued to scowl. “This is the third time this week I’ve found an item of your…clothing, for want of a better word, in my en suite bathroom.”

“Your shower has better pressure than mine.”

“They’re exactly the same,” he grated. “Besides, how can you forget your bloody bra, or the two pairs of panties I found in here earlier this week?”

She shrugged. “Must have left them in here after I undressed and brushed my teeth before going to bed.”

Atticus had noticed a couple of days ago that Jenna’s toothbrush and toothpaste also seemed to have found their way into his bathroom. Along with her shower gel and shampoo. The whole bloody room—make that the six bedroomed penthouse apartment—smelled of Jenna. Of the perfume of the products she used along with the heady female musk that was purely her.

Atticus wasn’t known for his patience. Never had been, apparently. According to his mother, he couldn’t even wait to be born and had arrived a full month earlier than his due date. But what little patience he did have, Jenna seemed to take delight in testing. Constantly.

Even dressed formally in one of the crisp blouses, cream today, and pencil-slim skirts Jenna wore to work, she looked gorgeous. Her shoulder-length red hair was pulled back and secured at her nape, revealing her heart-shaped face dominated by dark green eyes. There was a light dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose and creamy cheeks, which Atticus knew she hated but which he loved. She had full lips above a pointed and determined chin.

Jenna’s lips… Dear God, those slightly pouting lips were designed for kissing. Or wrapping around the length of his cock as he fucked her mouth.

She gave a pained grimace. “Maybe it’s time I moved back to my own apartment.”

No!

Atticus bit back that immediate response. Even now, four weeks after the beating, he could still see the remains of the bruises and cuts Jenna had received, mainly on her beautiful face, after being abducted and assaulted by two thugs. Atticus and his brothers, with the help of the head of security of the London bratva, had since ensured those men would never harm another woman ever again.

And Atticus knew his feelings toward Jenna weren’t in the least step-or-whatever-the-hell brotherly they were supposed to be.

His parents had taken eight-year-old Jenna Riley into their family fourteen years ago after the death of her mother, a single parent, who had been a close friend of the parents. Atticus had been twenty-three at the time, the eldest of the six Steele brothers and no longer living at home, having joined the army at eighteen. Which hadn’t deterred young Jenna from following him about his parents’ home with hero worship shining in her eyes every time he paid them a visit.

Fourteen years later and Jenna had grown into a beautiful woman who no longer looked at him with hero worship in her eyes but seemed to enjoy nothing more than annoying the hell out of him every chance she got. Something, unfortunately, it was far too easy for her to do where Atticus was concerned.

Again, as the eldest brother, Atticus had insisted Jenna stay with him at his apartment once she was discharged from the hospital.

It had now been three weeks since Jenna moved in, and she was slowly healing. Physically, at least. Most of the bruising had faded from her beautiful face. Her fingers were no longer strapped after being broken, along with a couple of ribs. She had also, with the doctor’s okay, returned to her job in the bank at the beginning of this week.

But the damage inflicted on her by those two bastards wasn’t only physical. The blow it had given Jenna’s usually feisty self-confidence was evident in the way she now allowed him to use his SUV to drive her to work and pick her up again in the evening, rather than walking or taking the tube, as she used to do before the attack. Once Jenna was home from work in the evening, she didn’t go out again either, preferring to spend her nights in the safety of Atticus’s apartment, where the security was so high, no one could even reach the penthouse floor without the number code for the lift.

Oh, Jenna still gave Atticus shit, but that was just par for the course between the two of them and something he knew to expect from her. He would think Jenna was really ill if she even attempted to be polite to him.

The situation had been made more difficult because, even a month after the attack, reporters were still trying to get photographs or a statement from her.

The story of the vicious attack had been in the newspapers the day after it happened. Once Jenna’s identity had been verified as the person attacked, the newspapers had run with the story for days, somehow having acquired old school photographs of her, along with her passport photo, to print with the story. The first photographs of Jenna as she was now had appeared when she was discharged from hospital three weeks ago, still battered and bruised but managing to maintain a smile for the cameras clicking in her face.

Atticus had put a stop to any more photographs being taken by always leaving the apartment building from the underground garage, the black windows on his SUV ensuring no one could see who was inside the vehicle.

But once the trial began, and it was scheduled for two months’ time, he knew it was going to be more difficult, if not impossible, to stop those reporters from hounding her.

There was absolutely no way Atticus was going to let her move back to her apartment until the hue and cry had died down. That he had never been able to think of Jenna as being even a pseudo younger sister, even when she was younger, let alone now she was a fully grown and beautiful woman, was his problem to deal with, not hers.

A problem that certainly wasn’t helped by the fact she kept leaving items of her sexy underwear in his bathroom!

 

Jenna held her breath as she waited for Atticus to respond to her suggestion of moving back to her own apartment.

It was the last thing she wanted to do.

The abduction a month ago, and being badly beaten afterward, had affected her more deeply than she would ever care to admit out loud. To anyone. But least of all to Atticus.

Because, much as she teased and tormented him, he was her hero. The man she admired above all others. He was also her safe place. He always had been. Nothing and no one could touch or hurt her when Atticus was around. What had started as starry-eyed hero worship in her childhood had matured into a love so deep, it prevented her from even seeing other men, let alone being attracted to any of them. Oh, she flirted with other men and went out or dancing at clubs with her friends. But she never took any of the men she met home with her, nor went home with any of them. Atticus was it for her, and he always would be.

The fact he was currently wearing only a black toweling robe that revealed the dusting of dark hair on his chest and the long length of his bare and muscular legs beneath the robe’s knee length wasn’t doing much to settle the pounding of her heart and rapidly beating pulse.

Not surprising when Atticus was six feet and five inches of pure muscle and alpha male. She loved his bad-boy looks: long dark hair falling untidily about his wide shoulders, a leather vest sometimes worn over fitted dark T-shirts but sometimes not, and dark combat trousers worn with heavy black biker boots. She also knew there was an eagle in flight tattooed on his broad and muscular back.

It wasn’t just a look. Atticus owned several vehicles, but preferred, whenever possible, to ride his Harley. He was head of the Steele Protectors security company, owned and run by the six Steele brothers. He’d spent ten years in the army, and in doing so became a lethal weapon in his own right.

The fact he was also gorgeous took Jenna’s breath away every time she looked at him: piercing chocolate-brown eyes, a long nose that showed evidence of having been broken a couple of times, high cheekbones, his mouth a stern slash in the dark beard that covered his jawline and top lip.

To Jenna’s knowledge, at the age of thirty-seven, Atticus had never been in a long or exclusive relationship, let alone married. From the things she had overheard him say to his brothers, Atticus made it clear to any and all women he met that he didn’t intend being tied down in the near or distant future.

A warning Jenna, totally in love with the big lug, responded to by being as much of a thorn in Atticus’s side as she possibly could be. More recently by deliberately leaving pieces of her underwear in his bathroom.

Her mouth twisted wryly. “An ‘oh no, Jenna, please stay’ might have been nice to hear,” she now mocked his lengthy silence at her suggestion of leaving.

He arched a single dark brow. “Why state the obvious when you know damn well I’m not going to allow you to move back into an empty apartment?”

Empty, since Jenna’s previous flat mate had now moved in with and next month was going to marry Logan, another of the Steele brothers.

And no, Jenna didn’t want to move back to an empty apartment either, nor could she continue to stay here with Atticus. Not only must she be cramping his style in regard to having the privacy to bring women back to his home, but she knew he had been working for a client in New Orleans when she was attacked. He’d only returned to England because she’d been taken before being found beaten and unconscious in an alley three days later.

“You aren’t going to allow me to move back to my apartment?” she repeated slowly.

“Don’t start with the bullshit, Jenna,” Atticus bit out his impatience. “None of the other brothers would allow it either if you asked them, so don’t single me out as being the controlling arsehole.”

She snorted. “The other brothers might think it, but they would never try to enforce it. I’m over twenty-one, and I don’t recall asking you or anyone else for permission to live where I damn well please.”

He sighed heavily. “Would you just leave the bathroom so I can take a shower? Otherwise, I’m going to be late driving you to work.”

“Talking of work, don’t you need to get back to the States?” she prompted.

“Bryce has gone in my stead,” he dismissed.

She frowned. “When did that happen?”

“Two weeks ago.”

“Oh.”

Jenna’s life had become slightly tunnel vision since she’d been discharged from the hospital. She hadn’t even left Atticus’s apartment for the first two weeks, except to visit the doctor, always accompanied by Atticus. The fact she was now back at work had made little difference to that. Atticus drove her there, she locked herself in her office all day, and then Atticus arrived in the early evening to drive her home again. She doubted she saw half a dozen people during that time.

All the Steele brothers currently in England had visited her at Atticus’s apartment. Even Lucan, two years younger than Atticus and now back from a job in South America. Logan always accompanied August when her friend visited her in the evenings. The parents had also flown over from France for a few days to make sure she was safe and being looked after. But Jenna now felt guilty for not having noticed when Bryce stopped coming round. Not that Bryce was exactly the chatty brother. If anything, he was even more quietly lethal than Atticus.

She avoided meeting Atticus’s gaze. “I don’t want my being here to stop you from doing your job.”

“The only job I have right now is making sure you’re safe—”

“I’m a person, not a fucking job!” She glared her hurt at him, her cheeks burning with her legendary temper, hands clenched at her sides. “Jesus, Atticus, how to make a girl feel wanted!” Her breasts quickly rose and fell in her agitation.

“Of course you’re wanted—” He stopped speaking, head moving back as Jenna took the two steps that brought her within an inch of touching him. “What the hell, Jenna?”

Jenna lifted her face toward his, gaze challenging. “Prove it.”

Atticus blinked. “What?”

She thrust her chin forward. “I want you to prove how wanted I am.”

He scowled. “And how am I supposed to do that?”

Jenna drew in a deep breath, very aware this was one of those moments of truth.

If she stepped over the brother/sister line Atticus always insisted on maintaining between the two of them and lifted up on her tiptoes and kissed him as she so wanted to do, only to have him reject her, then she could never go back, and risked damaging their relationship forever.

If she stepped back and resisted the closest she had ever dared come to kissing Atticus, then that opportunity might also be lost forever.




Chapter 2

 

Atticus could see the deepening uncertainty in dark green eyes that seconds ago had glared at him with such challenge in their depths, and knew he should put a stop to this. Now. But after three weeks of having Jenna flaunt herself all over his apartment, and more specifically taking over his bathroom, of having her insidious perfume haunt his every waking moment, Atticus’s usual self-control was at a low ebb.

He raised one dark brow. “Well, which is it to be, little girl? Fight or flight?”

Her chin rose even higher, her expression becoming one of outright defiance as she easily met his gaze. “Don’t call me little girl. Damn it, Atticus, when are you going to realize I’m a grown woman?”

“Maybe when you stop this childish shit?”

Her cheeks bloomed with color. “Only you make me behave this way.”

“Why is that?”

“The why doesn’t matter,” she muttered. “But I’ve never run from a fight in my life.” Her chin rose. “Nor am I about to start now.”

Jenna had always reminded Atticus of a robin redbreast, innocently beautiful to look at, but aggressive and fiercely territorial if opposed.

The question was, how territorial was she feeling right now? And in what way?

Was Jenna angry because her feelings were hurt, or was it something more than that?

Atticus had a feeling it was the latter, but would she act on it?

Their gazes remained locked.

Jenna’s challenging.

Atticus’s calmly questioning.

Jenna’s gaze was finally the one to drop first. “Fuck you, Atticus.” She stepped back. “Fuck you,” she repeated shakily before turning on her heel and slamming the bathroom door behind her as she left.

Flight, then.

Atticus had no idea whether to be relieved or disappointed.

He knew he should be the former. He also knew he should talk to his brothers today and ask one of them to take Jenna to live with them for a while. At least until someone trustworthy could be found to share Jenna’s apartment with her.

But the thought of Jenna leaving, of how empty his apartment would seem without her here—how empty his life would seem without her in it on a daily basis—told Atticus he wasn’t going to do either of those things.

If having her staying in his apartment was a personal fucking torment, then so be it. He would rather live with that than have her move out, leaving him sitting here worrying about her every damn minute of the day and night.

 

Jenna couldn’t even look at Atticus as she sat in the passenger seat of the black SUV as he drove them to her workplace. Not because she was still angry with him, but because she was embarrassed at how close she had come to revealing her true feelings for him.

She had been so physically close to him earlier, she could feel the warmth of Atticus’s minty breath wafting across her lips and the heat of his muscular body just inches away from her own.

She gave a low groan at the realization she had almost—almost—given in to the need she’d had for years to feel Atticus’s firm lips pressing against her own and his strong arms about her, the muscular heat of his hard body molded against her softer curves.

“Are you okay?”

Jenna’s jaw clenched as she turned to look at the man she had lusted after for years, and would no doubt continue to lust over for a lot more years. God knows what she was going to do or feel when or if Atticus ever found and settled down with another woman.

“Fine,” she bit out tightly.

He glanced at her. “Not in any pain?”

Oh God, he must have heard her groan! “My broken ribs hurt a bit occasionally,” Jenna dismissed. “But that’s normal, apparently.”

“It is,” Atticus confirmed.

Jenna knew he’d had broken ribs several times himself. In fact, if Atticus hadn’t been wearing that bathrobe this morning—oh God!—she would have been able to see all the scars on his body from the years he’d spent in the army and latterly from working for Steele Protectors. Atticus was a hands-on head of the company and was more often than not away on one job or another. In fact, these last three weeks were the longest she could ever remember him being in England.

“Do you still have some of the painkillers the doctor gave you?”

“Yes,” she answered with exaggerated patience. “And do you know why that is? Because I’m twenty-two years old, not two, and perfectly capable of asking the doctor for another prescription if or when I run out of medication.”

Atticus’s large hands tightened about the steering wheel, his knuckles white as his fingers gripped the leather so tightly, it squeaked in protest. “One of these days, you’re going to push me too far, little girl, and then I’m going to do something you’ll definitely regret.”

Jenna knew he had deliberately used that name for her after she’d complained about him doing so earlier. But the threat of retaliation was new…

She licked her lips, preparing to speak.

“Don’t ask unless you really want to know the answer,” he warned in his gravelly voice.

“You could give me a clue.”

He snorted. “I can guarantee whatever it is, you aren’t going to like it.”

Jenna’s heart began to pound as her imagination instantly went to Atticus standing in a dark dungeon at a club somewhere, his bare chest gleaming with sweat as he stood behind a submissive and bare-arse-naked woman—who looked suspiciously like her—tied to a leather spanking bench.

She closed her eyes, a shiver running down the length of her spine as she imagined what happened next. One of those large hands landing so hard and painfully against the cheeks of her arse, it pushed her forward on the bench she was tied to. Followed by another. And then another. It was—

“I was thinking of turning off the internet in the apartment for a couple of nights so you can’t do your social media shit, but if you have something else in mind, I’d like to hear what it is,” Atticus drawled. “Whatever it is, it seems to have you pretty excited,” he mocked.
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