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      September 2005

      The New York cab drive was crazier than Jack Jackson’s worst bull ride and lasted a hell of a lot longer than eight seconds. The view through the grimy windows showed nothing but crowds and the bottoms of buildings. At one point, the driver, who blasted talk radio on the other side of the acrylic barrier, nearly drove onto the sidewalk to get around the traffic, pedestrians be damned. Jack glanced at the running total for the death trip, leaned back, and closed his eyes. It’d been a spell since he’d chatted with the Almighty. Seemed like a good way to spend his first time in that city and his last minutes on earth.

      The car stopped, though surprisingly not in a jarring, that-was-going-to-leave-scars kind of way. The driver announced his hotel. At least that’s what Jack thought he said. It was English but so fast Jack’s ears couldn’t process all of the syllables. He passed some bills to the cabbie and told him to keep the change. The trip cost more than his favorite sipping whiskey, but at least he’d lived to complain about it.

      He checked into his luxury room, freshened up, and took a moment to appreciate the height of the building, which allowed him a peek at one of the rivers embracing the island. Jack gazed down at the hectic streets below and decided if he could get to the law firm of Wallace, blabbity blah blah, Stephens without a cab, he’d do it.

      Ninety minutes later, he walked the few blocks to the address on the letterhead. By the time he reached the building, a light sheen of sweat danced down his back. September wasn’t supposed to be that warm, but they were having a kind of heatwave. Jack’s ears popped before the law firm’s elevator stopped. He stepped through the open doors and froze.

      The woman at the desk sparkled like sunlight on frost. Light blond hair wrapped up in a twist made Jack’s fingers itch to release it. Diamonds at her ears didn’t do justice to the sparkle in her light blue eyes. Eyes that swept all the way down his body and back up like a caress. He’d be happy to return the favor—with his hands.

      “You must be Mr. Jackson.” Her voice slid through him like an expensive Chardonnay, creamy and cultured.

      He closed the distance to the desk, letting her figure fill his field of view before locking his gaze to hers, sharing all his naughty intentions for their immediate future. “How’d you guess?”

      Her face took on a rosy tone, a soft blush. The color suited her. “The, uh, boots.” She pointed a perfectly manicured finger at his favorite footwear. “And you’re right on time.”

      “Don’t get many folks from Texas, I’m guessing.” And the irritation with his father insisting they use a New York lawyer for their acquisition and merger instead of their usual Houston firm evaporated faster than the heat on his back.

      She rose, and Jack gripped the edge of the desk to keep from falling on his ass. Her legs were weeks long, and her curves would make that river outside his hotel envious.

      Damn.

      A nervous laugh escaped her lips. The vulnerable sound had Jack second-guessing her age. No creases at her eyes, no lines beginning to emerge at the corners of her mouth. Her skin was like a just-opened flower. He reeled in his lust. How old was that sparkling beauty?

      “You can follow me.” She’d left the corral of the half-circle desk and stood with her back to him, looking over her shoulder.

      His dick twitched. It was just how she’d look if he took her from behind, minus the dress. He double-timed to catch up as she strutted down the hall in impossibly high heels. Hell, she could leave the dress on. He’d just lift the hem and they’d be ready to ride. A mental slap did nothing to stop his runaway fantasies. Her ass had captured his eyes, and when she turned around, he understood why kids cry when they lose their toy.

      She leaned against a door, hands behind her back on the doorknob. It made her breasts thrust out in invitation. Hell yeah flashed in neon in his brain. He’d missed what she’d said. “Sorry, I didn’t catch that.”

      She smiled again, no blush. “I asked how long you’ll be in town.”

      “Couple nights. I’d love to take you to dinner…”

      “Katherine.”

      “Katherine.” Jack stepped forward, intent on touching her, cementing their connection. But the door opened, and Katherine fell back with a squeak, taking Jack with her as he tried to stop her fall. Both of them were saved by the most handsome man Jack had ever seen.

      “Am I interrupting?” Cobalt eyes met Jack’s, and the deep voice gripped the back of his neck like a possessive lover.

      Jack shivered in the man’s arms, with Katherine’s soft curves sandwiched between them. Pretty much his perfect fantasy. She recovered first, pushing Jack fully upright and out of the man’s grasp. She straightened her clothing and touched her still perfectly pinned hair. “Mr. Strauss, this is your appointment, Mr. Jackson. I’ll be at the reception desk if you need anything.”

      She half pirouetted out from between them and darted like a fawn down the hall. Jack was tempted to follow and close the dinner deal immediately. But she was young, and he was only in town for a short time. No matter how his mama went on, there was plenty of time to settle down with the right woman. And his father had trusted him to go solo on the acquisition with Edward Strauss. A man designed to trigger another facet of Jack’s sexuality. But his lawyer’s wedding ring quenched any budding desires of repeating their previous pose without clothes. Jack had business to do—not funny business, as his mama would say. Besides, if he got his first deal done and working the way he planned, then he’d also have time to pursue Katherine.

      “Tread lightly. She’s the owner’s daughter.” That voice. Jack turned. There was an amused look on his attorney’s face.

      “Am I paying for that advice?” Jack grinned.

      “No, that one’s on the house, but come in so I can give you more advice I will charge for.”

      Jack held out his hand. “Nice to finally meet you in person, Mr. Strauss.”

      “I think as much time as we’ve spent on the phone, you can call me Ned.” The grip was heat and electricity. “Let’s make this deal happen.”
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      Katherine slowed her pace to a normal speed despite her racing heartbeat and the compulsion to run from all the sexual heat that was Andrew Jackson. From his blue eyes that sparkled with mischief, to a body that looked sculpted from marble, to his crown of golden hair, everything about him was hot. Cowboys as advertising models finally made sense. Her hands shook as she logged back into the computer. Before she could dive back into the updates for the firm’s website, the phone rang. She spent the next hour talking to clients and missing the privacy of her cubicle.

      Rachel, one of the firm’s star paralegals, approached the front desk. “Heard you were stuck up here,” the raven-haired beauty teased.

      Katherine grimaced. “Maxine has the day off, and Daddy didn’t want to hire a temp.”

      “What about the website updates? And don’t you have class this afternoon?”

      Funny that Rachel knew her class schedule better than her father. At the end of the semester, she’d graduate, but it wasn’t like her parents were going to throw her a party. Her mother would likely be traveling with her tennis-coach-turned-lover, and her father didn’t believe an undergraduate degree merited a celebration, especially since she’d taken an extra year to finish.

      “Website’s nearly done.” At some point she’d have to show her father the changes she’d made without his direction. “And my group is ahead on the project. We’re going to meet outside of class.”

      Rachel lifted an eyebrow. “This is why you never make it to happy hour.”

      Katherine shrugged like it was no big deal. “It’s one of the last classes we need. All of us know what we’re doing. I had the branding done a week ago.”

      Rachel opened her mouth to respond, but instead of words, her jaw dropped lower, and she stared past Katherine.

      Andrew Jackson. Had to be.

      Mr. Strauss appeared at the end of the hallway with his client. “I’ll have the contracts ready for your review tomorrow.” Ned clapped the cowboy’s shoulder. “I kept the afternoon open for you, but I have another appointment at five. Come by after lunch?”

      “Looking forward to it.” Mr. Jackson turned and zeroed in on Katherine. His focus burned into her, and she shivered.

      “If there are major changes, we can meet on Saturday. Rachel.” Ned’s call to her friend shook Katherine free from the mesmerizing hold. “Meet Andrew Jackson. You’ll be working on his contracts with me.”

      “Pleasure,” Rachel purred. For the first time in her life, Katherine regretted not going to law school.

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am. Call me Jack.” Mr. Jackson’s eyes never left Katherine’s.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow.” Ned shook Mr. Jackson’s hand, and Rachel mumbled something about getting back to work and left. Mr. Jackson didn’t move, but the reception area shrank. Katherine broke the hold she’d had on her breath with a quick inhale.

      “I’d like to take you to dinner, Katherine.” Her name was an erotic promise on his lips.

      She hesitated. “I can’t tonight.”

      He tilted his head.

      Her father had told her to always start with no in a negotiation. It was ingrained.

      “Can’t because you don’t want to?” He closed the distance between them, filling the opening to the reception desk.

      She shook her head.

      “Can’t because there’s…someone else?” His voice lowered, and she leaned toward him.

      “No.”

      He reached for her hand. Instinctively, she accepted his invitation. His skin was rough, but his hold was gentle. “Is there something you have to do for class?”

      He’d heard her talking to Rachel. What had she said? She couldn’t remember. The conversation could have been days ago. Months.

      “I have a meeting tonight,” she said, infusing the statement with fake confidence and aloofness. Pride at her ability to maintain some resistance rolled through her.

      “What time?” His thumb grazed her knuckles, taking her control with it.

      “Right after work.”

      “Would you be willing to meet me afterward? I’ll take you anywhere you want to eat. Please?”

      The word reverberated through her, familiar but foreign. People didn’t ask her to do things, they told her. Her father, her professors, even her co-workers gave her orders, and she marched. Did she want to have dinner with Andrew Jackson? “Yes.”
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