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      “Naked? Where?” the receptionist asked, giddy as she spoke into her cell.

      Kathryn warmed with a smile. These were the moments she lived for. That brief sliver of time when she could hear every word of someone's private conversation and they hadn’t the vaguest clue she was there, standing roughly three feet away.

      She hadn’t exactly snuck up on the woman, but the carpeting softened her steps. Listening in, this was most of her life with Wolfe Investigations, day in and day out. Eavesdropping. Snooping. Call it what you will, but it was her God-given gift. The life she was born for.

      “How naked?” The receptionist, whose name was Celeste according to her nameplate, asked this question because obviously there were varying degrees of nudity. Especially when referring to a twenty-year-old young man at his grandparents’ vow renewal.

      Silently, Kathryn craned her body, twisting it just enough to catch every descriptive and tattooed detail.

      “Oh!” Celeste said, freezing midspin in her chair when she caught sight of Kathryn. “I’ll call you back,” she whispered, her rosy cheeks brightening as she disconnected and tucked the phone behind her. Before Kathryn could introduce herself, Celeste popped to her feet. “Let me just see if he’s ready for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      The young woman bolted down the long hall and returned a few moments later. “He said he’ll be right with you. And so, so sorry about earlier.” The poor girl gushed out an apology, prayer hands and all.

      “Thank you, and no need to be sorry.” Kathryn leaned over. “How naked was he?”

      Celeste unleashed, spilling every last drop of tea. “It wasn’t just that he was naked—which he totally was. Or that he was caught in the honeymoon suite—aka, Papaw and Memaw’s bedroom. It was that he was with the caterer . . . and not his date. Who happens to be my cousin. Men,” Celeste said with a huff, “are asses.”

      “Not all of them,” Kathryn said knowingly as her thumb brushed the diamond ring on her finger.

      Turning, she surveyed the available seats in the waiting room. The man wearing the decent suit wielding a rollaway suitcase was probably a pharmaceutical rep. Notorious talkers.

      Pass.

      And the three others were medical personnel—two nurses and a doctor—each studying their own notes and didn’t need to be disturbed. She found a quiet corner as “Hot Stuff” by Donna Summer blared from her purse. The smarmy salesman nodded in approval.

      She dug her phone from her purse and answered, scrunching her face in apology to the three stoic professionals as she plopped her derriere into the nearest seat.

      Sliding in her earbuds, she whispered, “Hi.”

      “If this is your phone-sex voice, my credit card number is ready.”

      Kathryn tried to hold back the giggle Jake always had a way of dragging from her at the worst possible times.

      “Busy?” he asked.

      “About to be,” she said with regret, pressing her thighs together as his gruff voice did its usual number on her system. “I miss you.”

      “How much do you miss me?” It was easy to imagine Jake’s lips smiling through fourteen full days of stubble as his suggestive question lingered in her ear.

      Crossing her legs and battling her rising heat, she said, “More than I can say at the moment.”

      His FaceTime request was instant. She accepted, expecting the man who’d been working around the clock in who knows what country to look downright exhausted.

      What was she thinking? This was Jake Russo. The man with ceaseless energy and a libido to match. And right now, Jake was all of those things and soaking wet on top of it.

      Fresh out of the shower, the man was a god with his hair dripping and body slick with lickable droplets he deliberately avoided drying off. He was either making a strong case for phone sex, or running to his Thunder from Down Under audition.

      “And what are you doing at this moment?” he asked, teasing her with glimpses down his chest.

      “An interview,” she said effortlessly because it was kinda-sorta true. It was an interview. Just not the sort of interview usually required by her job, putting Kathryn across the table from witnesses and suspects alike, gathering their statements to paint a picture of the truth.

      No, this time, she was massaging the truth, taking an interview for a job she hadn’t asked for, for a position she couldn’t help wanting. It was the kind of work she’d run circles around others doing, so why were her palms sweating?

      Maybe because Jake was panning his phone’s camera downward.

      She let out a gasp and sank into her seat, tapping each earbud in securely to ensure absolute privacy in a room of strangers. “What, um, time are you returning?”

      “Home? Around four tomorrow afternoon. But sooner if I can.”

      She latched onto the word home. “So, you’ll be in Colorado before that?”

      The extra-long pause he took to answer the question wasn’t nearly as suspicious as the slight tightening of his jaw, producing his “angry” dimple.

      Oh my gosh. Can he be here now?

      Finally, he answered. “A quick trip to Boulder. But back by four. So, ready to see how much I miss you?” He tipped the camera again, giving her glimpses of the ridges in the muscles along his abs and hips.

      Battling between grilling him further about where he was and outright licking the screen, Kathryn jolted from her chair when someone touched her shoulder. She fumbled her phone and caught it in midair, snapping it to her chest.

      “Excuse me,” the receptionist said apologetically. “He’s ready for you, Mrs. Reeves.”

      Kathryn collected herself, controlling her breaths.

      Jake was in her ear. “Did she say Mrs. Reeves? Undercover?”

      “No,” she said honestly. Standing, she nodded to the young woman, smiling sweetly as she said to her, “I’m Kathryn Chase.”

      “Oh. Okay, Ms. Chase. This way.”

      The petite woman led her down a long hall.

      “I’ll call you back,” Kathryn murmured at her phone, pushing out her bottom lip in deflated protest.

      “Then I’ll take care of that perfect pout tomorrow. Love you.”

      The receptionist opened a glass door with the words division chair - surgical specialities etched into the glass, giving Kathryn access to an office overlooking the mountain range in the distance, and the towering man before her. Hands on his hips, it was clear she was keeping him waiting a millisecond too long.

      “I love you too,” she whispered into the phone and disconnected the call.

      “And you’re about to love me too,” the Chief of Surgery said, his white physician coat looking way too starched and pressed to be practical.

      Ten bucks says he had his socks ironed. And probably his underwear.

      Kathryn huffed, doing her best to keep her eye roll to a minimum. “I’ll just bet. Why did your receptionist call me Mrs. Reeves?” Straightening her stance, she asked, “I thought you invited me here for an interview.”

      With a stern glance that instantly had her sitting down opposite him, he didn’t mince words. “Come on, Kat⁠—”

      “Kathryn,” she said quickly, correcting him.

      “Fine, Kathryn,” he said, stressing her full given name for effect. And because he was an ass. “Whatever my secretary said was her mistake, not mine. And we both know the interview was just a ruse to get you here. I sent you everything I have. The job is yours if you want it. We’ll build as we go. Full autonomy. You can name your price. All I want from you is a yes or a no.”

      No would be the prudent answer. There were so many things that could go wrong with this arrangement, such as the amount of work. And the proximity to the narcissistic face of Mr. Fucking Perfect. Aka, her new boss.

      Oh yeah. And her ex-husband.

      Dr. Carter Reeves was a brilliant surgeon. Avid golfer, skier, and mountain climber. And newly appointed hospital department chair, hence his recent return to Colorado. And the reason his arrogant grin anticipated her response before she even gave it.

      “Yes.” Kathryn beamed before she could stop herself. Before that pivotal moment when her brain engaged and kicked her in the ass, and a small knot formed in her gut. This is such a bad idea.

      Schooling her emotions, she said, “I mean maybe. A test drive to see how it goes. But I don’t want people knowing it was you who did this.”

      The handsome man arched that perfectly thick brow, a move that should be illegal. One that had charmed Kathryn endless times in the past, but that was ancient history. He’d always been just this close to being the total package. And then he’d open his mouth.

      He smirked. “You mean you don’t want Jake to know?”

      And there it was. The arrogance that made this total package intolerable.

      Of course it would be too much to expect him not to know about Jake. He was rich. Connected. And there was that whole Facebook-friend thing he and Kathryn still had going on. Technically, his profile was snoozed every thirty days, but he didn’t need to know that.

      “I’m not hiding it from Jake.” Exactly. “I’m just compartmentalizing certain things.” Like my man and you. “I’m just trying something new.”

      “No explanation needed,” he said, hardly modest with his smug-as-shit grin that always managed to sprout a dimple. “And if you were test-driving that line on me, it sounds great.”

      The wink? Equally as irritating. I hate myself for laughing.

      True, it wouldn’t be every day, so Jake might not notice right away. Because it wasn’t like her fiancé was one of the leading investigators in the world. In cyber investigations, no less. Jake was more than brilliant at his work and in demand worldwide. Her husband-to-be was a damned bloodhound.

      But trying to snow Jake Russo even for a second?

      I am so earning a punishment.

      Besides, if Jake was anything, he was a raging workaholic. Lately, he was out of town more than he was home. Not that Kathryn was necessarily complaining.

      Have I burned the midnight oil time and time again? Guilty.

      In total disgrace, she hadn’t even let half a second go by before she blurted, “When do I start?”

      My hardball could use some serious work.

      “Is tomorrow too soon? Two o’clock?” Carter asked.

      “Two’s perfect.” I’ll squeeze it in before Jake returns. What can go wrong?

      “Then it’s a date.”

      I’m not going to argue with the pompous schmo who just offered me the chance to explore my dream job, but I’m mentally throwing out there that this is not a date.

      “And now that I’ve done you a favor, Nurse Chase, I need you to do me one.”

      The title instantly tickled Kathryn’s soul, resulting in a poorly hidden cheesy grin. “Anything.”

      “A chance to catch up,” Carter said, which wouldn’t be overly concerning until he added, “Over dinner.”

      “Dinner?” she squeaked out.

      “I promise, nothing fancy.” Shocker. “And I won’t take no for an answer.”
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      Knock-knock.

      Kathryn had a need to escape, shed her guilt, and visit a friend. This detour hit all three. Knocking was a deeply ingrained courtesy, and the only way to avoid possibly seeing a naked man on the other side of a hospital room door.

      Without waiting for an answer, Kathryn pushed open the door and made her way in. “Everyone decent?” she asked, double-checking just in case.

      “Not hardly.” Detective Scott Delaney was his usual ex-military self, his naturally perfect posture evident even as he was laid up in a bed with one leg in a cast. Smiling, he set down the newspaper, letting Kathryn catch a glance at his sudoku block.

      “Eight,” she said, pointing to the third square.

      He narrowed his eyes, unamused until he glanced at the page. After scribbling an eight into the block in question, he tucked the paper away. “Kathryn, what, uh, are you doing here?”

      “Madeline said you were in the hospital. With her in the middle of depositions all day, and Jake out of town, I was in the area and had nothing better to do with my time than engage in a little freelance stalking.”

      She’d barely uttered her last word when a Styrofoam cup of water fell to the floor, spilling across the tile. It was then that Kathryn noticed the man in the other bed. The nurse in her was ready to swoop in and collect it, stopped by an insistent grab of her arm. Scott’s grip wasn’t exactly gentle. The patient was practically twice her size, but his subtle wince was noticeable.

      “Kathryn,” he said a little louder than necessary, considering the size of the room, “meet my bunkmate, Troy. Troy, Kathryn is a good friend. An investigator.”

      The small shakiness of Troy’s hand stilled as he balled it to a controlled fist. Nodding, he lifted a brow. “Private investigator?” he asked, almost sounding hopeful.

      Flattered, she shook her head. “I’m into the high-adrenaline world of insurance fraud,” she joked, and yet Troy’s lips remained in a straight line. Tough crowd. “In for bad behavior like this one?” Kathryn asked, thumping the cast on Scott’s leg. The hollow sound drew her attention, and she gave it a second glance.

      “Something like that,” Troy said, grumbling the words low.

      There was a strange familiarity to the rough lines of his face, his high cheekbones and dark brown eyes. But it was the pensive faraway stare Kathryn recognized most. Despite Troy’s impressive build and stoic brow, worry bled through his expression like watercolor across paper. A likely consequence of whatever medical procedure he had coming.

      Three loud knocks and the door again opened wide, this time to allow two men to enter, one rolling a gurney.

      They began the usual drill, asking Troy to confirm his date of birth and compared it to his wristband, which meant he was probably heading for imaging or surgery. They asked about the procedure he’d be having. Another failsafe of the system to confirm the right guy gets the right procedure, and not an unnecessary appendectomy. Or vasectomy.

      Respecting the man’s privacy, Kathryn slipped out into the hall, but not entirely out of earshot. Apparently, Troy was getting a knee replacement.

      She knew it well. Take a standard-issue soldier, add thirty pounds of body armor, strap a hundred more pounds of equipment to his or her back, then send them on a ten-mile hike. Voilà. Instant knee demolition.

      As the gurney was pushed out of the room, she caught Troy’s pained expression.

      “You’ll be out before you know it,” she said, followed by a comforting wink and a practiced smile, a natural reassurance she’d given to her own patients hundreds of times before.

      Kathryn slipped back into the room and shut the door. “So?” she asked, popping an expectant brow, ready for Scott to give her the 411 on whatever was going on.

      Scott hardened his expression. He pantomimed locking his lips, tossed the invisible key over his shoulder, and crossed his arms. Tightly.

      Kathryn knew the drill. Fake cast. No chart at the end of the bed. The patient lying in bed before her wasn’t her old pal Scott. Nope. This was Detective Delaney, and it was obvious he was undercover.

      Instead of pestering Scott relentlessly like she normally would, threatening to expose his secret love of The Bachelor, or making his life a living hell by relentlessly tickling his foot below the fake cast, she plopped her butt on the bed, fully prepared to engage in whatever idle chitchat would relieve him from his boredom. Because faking disinterest is definitely a superpower.

      “All right, all right, I give.” Scott’s hands flew up in surrender. For a guy used to grilling insidious masterminds and hard-core criminals alike, he cracked like a walnut. “I’m on a case. Protecting Troy Brooks from a stalker.”

      Wide-eyed, Kathryn leaned in and lowered her voice. “That was Troy Brooks? Pro basketball point guard? Don’t tell Julian, or the poor man will have two stalkers. Isn’t he dating supermodel Alexis Kennedy?”

      “He was. With everything that’s been happening, they publicly called it off. Privately, he’s got a bodyguard covering her around the clock.”

      “And you? Is this you moonlighting?”

      “If only. Then maybe Madeline would get that trip to Turks and Caicos she’s always wanted. His stalker is guilty of a dozen crimes, and is always one goddamned step ahead of us.”

      Curious, Kathryn had to know. “What happened to his knee?”

      Scott shook his head with regret. “We offered assistance and gave him tons of solid advice, but men are the worst victims. Precautions fly out the window because they believe women aren’t a threat. The psycho chick who shot him in the leg was actually trying to kidnap him.”

      “Nothing says love like Stockholm Syndrome.”

      Not wanting to waste a perfectly good Sharpie, Kathryn picked it up from the nightstand and began doodling on Scott’s cast. The resin wasn’t exactly taking to the ink like it should, but that’s the great thing about Sharpies. They mark anything.

      “Careful.” Scott jolted, lowering his voice. “That cast is hiding a gun.”

      She settled him back with a smartass grin. “Oh, I’ll be gentle. Tell me everything. Doodling helps me think.”

      Scott relaxed into the fluffy pillows at his back. “His stalker had him at gunpoint, and Troy went for the gun. Frankly, he’s lucky to be alive. And this was the second attempt. First time, his sports drink had been laced with sedatives. She was halfway through tying him up when he came to.”

      “At least he has you,” Kathryn said while doodling flowers around the phrase yoga kicked my ass.

      “But it’s not over. Twice now, we’ve intercepted notes coming to his room. This is the third time we’ve had to move him in twenty-four hours.”

      Scott’s stare weighed on her but she paid it no mind, keeping herself dutifully immersed in scrawling the phrase, when your wife is vacuuming and says move your feet, you should listen!

      By the time she’d finished drawing the fifth heart around it, she couldn’t keep ignoring his persistent stare. “What?”

      “You’re perfect.”

      Suspicious, she gave him a sideways glance. “Funny, you don’t look like Jake.”

      “No, I mean for this job. You’re a top-notch investigator who knows your way around a hospital. We need someone who can observe things unnoticed. Like I said, you’re perfect.”

      “You can’t bribe me with flattery, Scott. The minimum buy-in is booze and a plate of Madeline’s pecan-chocolate-chip cookies.”

      “Done and done.”

      “I’d like to help you out, but I’m already beyond swamped.” Shyly, Kathryn said, “I’m considering a career change . . .”
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      “Did I hear something about a career change?” Jake asked the next day in that deep, coaxing tone. Leave it to him to want to see her at the best—or possibly the worst time ever.

      He’d just gotten back into town and showed up at the hospital, surprising her. Not only was he earlier than expected, but he’d somehow managed to hear about her job and track her down.

      Curse that phone finder. And leave it to Jake’s ole pal Scott to spill the beans. For a detective, Scott spreads  news faster than Twitter.

      Good luck finding that remote, buddy.

      It was hard enough resisting Jake’s boyish grin, rugged jaw, and delectable lips. But those darkening hazel eyes always did Kathryn in. It was as if they existed just to expose every last secret hidden deep within her.

      But she wasn’t ready to share this one. Not yet.

      What if I don’t like it? What if it’s just one of a dozen things I try? What if it means working less and less with Jake?

      Leave it to him to want to see her at the best—or possibly the worst time ever. He’d just gotten back into town and here he is. Not only was he earlier than expected, but he’d tracked her down.

      Curse that phone finder.

      Kathryn checked her watch. Five minutes before she had to start. “Change might be too strong a word. More of an add-on.”

      “Like whipped cream?”

      This man will be the death of me.

      It wasn’t just that her thumping pulse was making it hard to concentrate, or that that sensual rumble to his voice always lit a match right between her legs. It was the heat it evoked, that slow burn rising steadily up her neck and cheeks that meant every stranger in this class would see right through her.

      “There’s that beautiful blush I live for,” he said a little loudly as two nurses walked past them.

      Timidly, Kathryn smiled. Her reaction to the sight of him rippled through her body, the slow burn of lava landing straight at her core. His dark T-shirt exposed every cut of his arms and his lickable tattoos, and his jeans presented themselves in a way that demanded removal. Stat.

      The second his hand cradled her neck and his lips lowered to hers, it was over. Each slow pass of his mouth against hers was torture and ownership. Jake was lust incarnate.

      And I. Can’t. Breathe.

      His strong arms wrapped around her were all that were holding her up.

      “Phlebotomy?” he asked.

      Her body tensed, giving her the strength to stand up straight. “What?”

      How did he⁠—

      Jake pivoted her body just enough to see the words written across the whiteboard hanging on the door next to them. welcome to basics of phlebotomy.

      “Heading to class, Nurse Chase?” he asked.

      She cleared her throat. “Teaching, actually. It’s just a trial run,” she said modestly, circling a finger along his chest but not meeting his gaze.

      Two fingers lifted her chin. “I have a feeling you’re going to love it.”

      “The phone-finder app got you to the hospital. But how did you know I was here exactly?”

      “I have my ways.” Jake’s sexy half smile widened. “The spoils of working in cyber security. And using Google Alerts. It notified me that a very hot teacher was expected, which gave me just enough time to sign up.”

      “I’m on the internet?” That was fast. But then again, no one ever accused Carter Reeves of wasting time. Wait. “Did you say sign up?”

      Confused, she watched as Jake fished something from his back pocket. This class was for entry-level medical personnel, mostly nursing students. All registered in one way or another with a medical practice or hospital.

      As he retrieved a sticker and peeled it from its backing, she couldn’t object. The man proudly slapped the nametag to his chest.

      “EMT Russo reporting for class, ma’am.”

      A suspicious smile twisted on her face. This class was also offered to emergency medical technicians, both for newbies and those needing recertification. Jake’s volunteer work with the local fire department depended on him keeping current.

      “Your certification is due?”

      “At the end of the year. Gotta go. Looks crowded, and I need to find a seat.” Rushed, he left her with a quick peck before strolling in.

      Sucking in a tense breath, Kathryn let it out and stalled to avoid waltzing in with him.

      One-one-thousand. Two-one-thousand. An adequate amount of time to not announce to the entire world that her fiancé was in the class.

      Said fiancé took a seat in the back, but still managed to lock eyes with her as she headed to the lectern at the front.

      A binder was waiting for her. The you’ll do great! note was an unusually sweet gesture from Carter, one she rarely experienced when she’d worked for him, and never as his wife. After fanning through the two-hundred-page play-by-play that looked like someone had busily downloaded Wikipedia, Kathryn chalked it up as a waste of three perfectly good trees and chucked it aside.

      “Welcome to Basics of Phlebotomy,” she said. “I’m Kathryn Chase, and I’ll be giving you life lessons in how to poke, prod, and make pincushions of fellow human beings. Or what I affectionately refer to as Vampire 101.”

      The mild laughter from her small audience was appreciated, but the goal was to get these nursing students to relax.

      “Today, we’re going over the basics. By the time we finish the course, you’ll be able to draw blood, give injections, set up intravenous lines, and administer IV medications. Today’s goal is pretty straightforward. Be as pain-free as possible as we stick each other.”

      It only took a breath before several hands shot up.

      “On . . . each other?” Trepidation laced the voice of the student, and Kathryn smiled warmly at him.

      “It’s the best way to understand, because you’ll be more careful on each other than you would a stranger. And no matter how small a needle is, it hurts. Add to that that the fear of needles is a top-ten American fear, affecting over one in six adults. This exercise helps us strengthen our need to heal with our bonds as people. When you give a shot, remember the very first requirement in a hospital is that we ‘should do the sick no harm.’”

      “Florence Nightingale,” a tall, slender woman with jet-black hair announced from the back, recognizing the quote.

      The woman sat in the seat next to Jake’s, which allowed Kathryn to step a little closer. It also let her read the woman’s nametag. Andi. Remembering each student’s name before the end of today’s lesson was Kathryn’s goal.

      Short dark hair. Brown eyes. Tallest girl in the room. Andi with an i.

      Two down, twenty-eight to go.

      “I’ll go over a few techniques that will help you with the harder sticks, and then we’ll pair off.”

      After going over the basic course content, as well as the tips and tricks for how to find a vein using Jake as her demonstration model, Kathryn let the teams get to work, encouraging them to move at a comfortable pace.

      It was a proud moment when you nudged the little birds from the nest, then watched them jab each other in the arm and still meet each other’s gaze with warm smiles and encouragement. It was how she and Julian had first met. Lifelong besties to this day.

      The memory made her smile.

      “Don’t worry, Andi,” Jake said, reassuring his partner as the color drained from her face. “I don’t mind needles. Pain is my mistress. Go on. It’ll be fine.”

      “Okay.” Andi took several seconds finding just the right angle as Jake sent Kathryn a confident wink. Followed by a yelp.

      Kathryn smothered a laugh, stepping in.

      “Mistress troubles?” she asked, instantly recognizing the issue. “You’re doing great. Ease back just a hair, Andi, but don’t change angles or wiggle the needle. You’ve overshot the vein, but you can still salvage it without sticking him again.”

      Kathryn watched her protégé move through the steps. Jake’s skeptical brow didn’t go unnoticed, but Kathryn was confident. “Now try.”

      Andi drew the smallest amount of blood, keeping her grip steady as she squealed. “It worked.”

      “Now, go ahead and finish. What do you do next?”

      Andi rattled off the steps. “Undo the tourniquet. Apply light pressure but don’t fold the arm. Folding equals bruising.”

      “Great job.” Kathryn scanned the progress of the other teams around the room and noted they were all wrapping up. “Nice work, everyone. See you in a few days.”

      She stood watching as her new students filed out of the room, waving good-bye to the last one. Except for Jake.

      “A few days, huh?”

      Jake’s words feathered along the skin of her neck, a hum lingering in their wake. His finger barely brushed the underside of her ass as the students cleared out. “Can I offer you a lift, Teach?”

      When she turned around to face him, his thumb glided against her full lower lip. It spent no time there, setting a gentle course across her blouse to the pucker of her nipple. Her head fell back until she remembered where they were, and her gaze snapped to the door.

      No one there. Thank God. It would be just like Carter to drop by, though.

      “Come on,” Jake whispered, looping his arm around her waist.

      It was a relief, them heading for the door. There, they stopped as he closed the door and locked it.

      “I offered you a lift.” His palm caressed the wall. “Right here should do.”

      Wide-eyed, Kathryn blinked for a good, long minute. “Here?”

      Jake scooped her ass into the cradle of his arms. Her legs wrapped around him, completely betraying her better sense, because resisting this man? Not happening.

      “Just giving you a little taste of things to come, kitten.” The tug of his teeth on her earlobe ensured she was only picking up about half of whatever he was saying.

      “Hmm?” She moaned, the hard press of his dick taunting her sex.

      Her thighs widened. His zipper was down. And the skirt that six minutes ago was worn with a sense of professionalism and elegance could now be appreciated for its easy access. After two weeks of Kathryn and Jake being apart, nothing was keeping the thick, hard length of him from entering.

      Nothing but several rattles of the doorknob, followed by an insistent knock-knock-knock.

      “Crap. I think that’s the next class wanting this room.” Kathryn panted, dropping her head to his shoulder.

      Jake’s chuckle was warm against her neck. “Then I guess I’ll give you the other kind of lift. Home.”

      “I’m pretty sure you drove here. Traffic from Boulder must have been nonexistent.”

      “Boulder?” he asked before quickly saying, “Yes. Boulder. No traffic at all.”

      He eased her feet to the floor, then hurried to tuck in his shirt and straighten his clothes. Kathryn followed suit in the hope no one could see nearly had sex written all over their appearance.

      Kathryn opened the door, stone-faced and serious, greeting the small crowd of students who filed quickly into the class.

      “There’s got to be an empty room somewhere,” she joked, but her scans up and down the hall caught the distinctive walk and charisma of a certain new department head. Whirling around, she whispered urgently to Jake, “Let’s go home.”

      Growling, he narrowed his eyes. “Have you been good, kitten?”

      With her ex heading straight for them, Kathryn said honestly, “No. I’ve been very, very bad.”
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        * * *

      

      Driving home separately, Kathryn pulled into the garage, trailing Jake by a few minutes at the most, even though the man had a lead foot.

      But his absence when she walked inside was noticed. Jake not being there immediately to open her door, whisk her inside, and ravage her body relentlessly was unusual.

      And after two weeks apart, it was inconceivable.

      Unless, he had a surprise waiting. More than likely, she’d be walking into a fragrant sea of dozens of roses, champagne, and chocolate-covered strawberries.

      Maybe it was time she gave him a little surprise of her own for once. And as she had to walk in on her own two feet, she might as well make the most of it.

      It only took her a second to peel away her clothes, tug off her ponytail holder, and tousle her hair for that perfect please, for the love of God, fuck me already look.

      Confident, she smiled wide and breezed inside. “Jake?”

      Jake’s gaze swept over her body, and he bolted up and rushed between naked-as-a-jaybird Kathryn and Armani-clad Paco Robles, the right-hand man to Alex Drake, CEO of Drake Global Industries.

      Simultaneously, Kathryn and Paco screamed in horror, though it could be argued that Paco’s scream was an octave higher. Paco was a powerful man whose friendship with Kathryn was debatably longer than it was with Jake, though both bonds were equally as strong.

      “Look, baby,” Jake said with a forced smile. “Paco decided to surprise us since he knew I’d be returning to town today.”

      Nothing spelled suspicious like Jake calling her baby. It was actually the first time Jake had ever referred to Kathryn as baby, which reeked of code, some little hint-hint between the two men. But looking Paco up and down, Kathryn decided there was no way it was bro code.

      Jake hiding a lover? Ridiculous. Paco was her ride or die. As evidenced by him handing Jake his blazer to wrap Kathryn in. So, she filed it under further research and moved on.

      Secondly, Kathryn already suspected that Jake had been in town for the past two weeks, rather than out of town as he’d said. Which was fine. There were times in their work they couldn’t divulge super-secret stuff like missions and whereabouts to each other. In Jake’s work, national interests might be at stake, which was fair enough. But that would mean that Paco was there for something else.

      Whatever the reason, at the very moment, it didn’t matter.

      “Paco,” Kathryn said, shyly remaining behind Jake. “It’s great to see you, but no call or text is unusual.”

      “I call it impulsive.”

      “How long are you in town?”

      “A . . . few days.”

      Why does his statement sound more like a question? And what was with the uncertain glance at Jake?

      Before Kathryn could ask with her outside voice, Jake jumped in.

      “I think what Kathryn’s subtly trying to say is we love you, but unless it’s urgent⁠—”

      “It’s not,” Paco said, already headed toward the door to make his way out.

      “Wait,” Kathryn said. “You dropped by, and you always have an agenda when you drop by.”

      “You’re so suspicious,” Paco said, stalling.

      “I’m always right,” Kathryn said, knotting the oversized sleeves and crossing her arms in a knowing stance.

      Paco exchanged a glance with Jake before replying. “You’re right. My room key is in that jacket. Bring them both to the Broadmoor tomorrow. Spa day, just you and me. I’ll text you the time.”

      Squealing, she lost all interest in grilling Father Christmas and accepted.

      Having deposited a wonderful gift, Paco was out the door, giving Jake the freedom to whisk Kathryn against his chest and take two stairs at a time on their way to the bedroom.

      “I thought he would never leave,” Jake said.

      Before Kathryn could ask any one of the dozen questions she had about what had just happened, Jake’s lips were on hers, crushing her mouth in dominant desire. His kiss was impatient and demanding, his rough bristles burning needy tracks along her mouth and neck, his fingers smoothing the blazer from her shoulders.

      Jake didn’t say a word, letting Kathryn strip his clothes away and massage across the muscles of his chest, down the granite features of his abs, tracing along the sexy V of his thighs until her hands were heavy with the thickness of his cock.

      Hauling her body to his, Jake had her settled into position centered on the bed, her thighs spread to welcome him. Under the intensity of his gaze, any curiosities and doubts dissipated, leaving only room for Jake.

      With a last deep kiss along her lips, his head moved down, dipping between her legs, rough stubbled nips along her inner thighs, and soothing hungry licks that were too close to undoing her.

      “Jake,” she whimpered, but he wasn’t stopping.

      Desperate, she gripped his hair, scraped his back and neck, and rocked her hips to the rhythm of each hungry, invasive lick. Each perfect touch. Chasing a climax that shredded her utterly and completely apart.

      Two weeks without him, and it wasn’t enough.

      Her orgasm went on and on as he nipped and lapped, sucked and licked her swollen pussy and sensitive clit. But it was his finger, pressing inside and gliding in long strokes to coax another wave of pleasure. One more long, hard lick was all it took.

      “Now, kitten,” he demanded.

      Her body gave in harder and faster than the first time, like the eternity of fourteen days crashed in wave upon wave of want and desire. Shuddering, her breaths were frantic, each breath out a shaky, fragile gasp.

      “Jake.”

      As he moved up her body, each kiss reminded her how much she loved him. Her fingers always found the scars across his torso, dusting them with the lightest touch. Knowing he was hers. His bristles teased along the tight peak of her nipple, and the heat of his thick head barely slid to the entrance of her core when she bucked forward.

      Jake pulled away, leaving Kathryn in a heaving pile of moans and sighs.

      “You said you’ve been very, very bad. I’ll be taking my time with your sweet pussy.”

      His smug grin had her thrusting again, aching for a cock he was keeping just out of reach.

      “The technical term is murder,” she teased, panting her words. “And it’s not like I’m the only one.”

      His half smile was delicious, even more so when it was covering her mouth. He moved away quickly, avoiding her accusatory smirk, intent on distracting her. His teeth were punishing as he grazed one nipple and pinched another. With the tip of his cock in position, he worked his thick hardness in, gliding up and down her walls, filling her before dragging himself out.

      With Jake determined to blissfully torture her to death, she had no choice but to take every inch however he chose to give it to her. It didn’t last. Within a few thrusts, he plunged deeper, harder, forcing her legs wider, crashing into her until his cries drowned out her own.

      When his body finally collapsed on hers and his thundering heartbeat gentled, she heard the only words that jolted her already frantic pulse.

      “I love you, kitten. My future wife.”
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