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  For a very dear friend.




  I miss our morning chats.
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  Her daddy had told her to stay away from him. That he was bad news. That those Falladay twins were boys good girls didn’t mess with.




  She was a good girl, but she didn’t think Cam Falladay was a bad boy. He was hurting, and she couldn’t stand to see him hurt.




  She was thirteen, and boys were just starting to flirt with her. She liked the flirting, but she didn’t like how dumb they acted. Cam was eighteen, a man, but sometimes she just wanted to

  hug him, because she swore she could feel him hurting.




  Not that he ever showed it or spoke of it. Unlike other boys, Cam didn’t tell anyone when he hurt. And he didn’t flirt with her either. When he saw her he talked to her, and when the

  older boys bothered her, he always seemed to be there. Those light green eyes of his would pin the other boys in a way that always made her shiver with dread. And evidently, it made them shiver,

  too, because they ran, and they rarely bothered her anymore.




  She sought Cam Falladay out every chance she got, despite her daddy’s warning. But now, it seemed he had sought her out.




  She tipped her head to the side, brushing back her long auburn hair as she stared at the rusty old pickup he drove. It was parked on the back road to her daddy’s farm, far away from the

  house and in an area where the cattle hadn’t yet been moved to.




  He was sitting there silently, just staring out the windshield as she drew her horse to a stop and slowly dismounted.




  “Stay Critter.” She patted the horse’s mane as she wrapped the lead to the bridle around a branch of a nearby tree and moved toward the truck.




  He couldn’t have known she would be here. Her father rarely allowed her to ride far from the house.




  She watched as he moved, his arm lifting to bring a bottle to his lips, and she winced. It was whisky. And it was really early in the day to be drinking.




  She moved to the passenger side of the truck and knew the moment he realized she was there. No, he hadn’t come looking for her, because his entire body seemed to tense.




  “Go away, little girl.” His voice had a rough, growling tone as she opened the door slowly and lifted herself into the vehicle.




  He was so sad. He looked so alone right now. With his shaggy black hair framing his wild face, and those light green eyes swirling with emotions that made her chest ache, even though she

  didn’t know what they were.




  He sat stiffly, his left arm down by his side, against the door of the truck, his opposite hand holding that bottle of whisky.




  “Not a good place for you to be right now.” He lifted the bottle again.




  Her daddy had warned her to always be careful of a man while he was drinking. But Cam broke her heart. His expression was ravaged, as it had been at his parents’ funeral three years

  ago.




  She reached out and gripped his wrist, feeling the heat of his skin as he stiffened.




  “Don’t, Cam,” she whispered. “You’re going to hurt yourself like this.”




  “So?” His gaze pinned her now, and she had to force herself not to be frightened of him.




  She stared back at him desperately, hurting for him, hurting with him.




  “Wait on me, Cam. I’ll grow up and I’ll take all the bad things away.” She didn’t know where the words came from, or the tears that filled her eyes. She just knew

  she was going to lose him. Right here, right now, she would lose him forever, and it was terrifying her.




  His gaze flickered with agony then. “Damn you, Jaci. You’re just a kid. You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”




  “And you’re just my friend,” she whispered. “Who’s going to run those bigger boys off when they bother me, if you don’t wait for me? If you leave, I

  won’t have my dark knight anymore.”




  She tried to smile, but she wanted to cry.




  He shook his head and stared out the windshield again.




  “Dark knights are bad news,” he finally muttered. “Dumb little fairy tales. You’d do better to look for a white knight.”




  “They’re boring.” She tried to smile, but his face was so still, so grief-stricken, she couldn’t find it in her to make her lips curve.




  “They’re safe.” His voice echoed with an aloneness that suddenly frightened her. Frightened her, not of him, but for him.




  “You’re going to leave, aren’t you?” A tear fell from her eyes. “And I’ll never see you again.”




  She didn’t know why it was so important that Cam not leave. Shoot, he could do better anywhere than he could in this dusty little county they lived in. But she didn’t want to lose

  him. Not yet.




  “Maybe.” He finally cleared his throat. “Maybe I’ll just leave for a little while.”




  His voice was faint, aching with pain. She wanted so bad to ease that pain, and she didn’t know how.




  “I’m your friend, Cam,” she told him fiercely. “I’ll always wait for you to come back. I’m not like Laida Jones, always wanting to hang on you and run your

  friends off. I want you to have lots of friends. And I’ll always be here when you come back.”




  He turned and looked at her again, those eyes piercing inside her.




  “What do you want from me, little Jaci Wright?” His voice was hard, like her daddy’s got when she said something he didn’t approve of.




  Her hand tightened on his wrist then pulled away as she stared back at him in confusion.




  “I don’t want anything from you, Cam. I just want to see you smile. And I don’t want you to go away.”




  “Why?” his voice was ragged. “Why does it matter?”




  “Because you’re my friend, and because I love you. I love you better than anything, Cameron Falladay. I love you enough to know that if you left, one of these days I would find you.

  And when I do, I’ll show you what being a friend really means.”




  And he was her friend. A friend she never wanted to lose.




  He blinked back at her and she realized how fierce she sounded. Like her mom sounded when she was telling her daddy how much she loved him. Sometimes, Jaci heard them talking at night when she

  shouldn’t. And her mom’s voice sounded just like that.




  Cam shook his head then. “You’re dangerous.” He sighed.




  Her eyes widened. “Shoot, Cam, then we’re best friends. ’Cause that’s what Daddy says about you.”
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  Cam watched as Jaci Wright rode her horse back toward home, and he breathed out roughly. The fingers of his left hand were still clenched around the pistol, the single bullet

  lodged inside just waiting to be released.




  He lifted it and stared at it. It was his father’s service weapon. The military pistol he had used before his death.




  One bullet. But he’d only need one.




  He stared back to where Jaci had ridden off. Dumb-ass kid. She was wilder than the wind. Her father didn’t have a hope in hell of keeping up with her and keeping her out of trouble.




  Somehow—he hadn’t figured out how—it had fallen to him to keep the molesting bastards in town away from her. The boys that were too old for her, and sure as hell old enough to

  know better than to fool with a baby. But she was right. Who would run them off if he left?




  He laid the pistol on the dash and capped the whisky.




  If he was too fucking weak to take the easy way out, then that left the hard way. Son of a bitch. The hard way sucked, too.




  Eight Years Later




  It was the bad boy party of the year, held outside the small Oklahoma town Jaci Wright had been raised in. The music was a hard, throbbing pulse through the night air. A

  bonfire burned in the center of the clearing, huge speakers were set up in the back of a pickup, the rocking music pounding through them as the beer and moonshine flowed freely.




  Bodies danced in abandon, whoops and yells could be heard through the clearing as the scent of burning wood filled her nostrils.




  It was her first year attending, not that she hadn’t tried to slip in over the years. Unfortunately, Cameron was usually here, and he never failed to pull her out within the first few

  minutes. Cameron might well be here now, but his excuse for pulling her out no longer applied.




  She leaned against the bed of one of the pickups, her beer in hand, and watched the antics of the partygoers. The first faint chill of fall was in the air, the university would be beginning its

  first semester next week, and the yearly party to celebrate the end of summer was under way with all the excitement and desperate exuberance of the crowd and the vacation that was soon to end. Many

  of those here had been attending for years and no one wanted to miss out on it.




  She let her gaze rove over the crowd once again, searching for the tall, dangerous form of her tormentor. Cameron had been pulling her out of this party since she was sixteen, when she’d

  tried to attend for the first time. He was always here.




  In the center of the clearing bodies gyrated, male and female, dancing with abandon. She wondered if Cameron danced when he was here. With his tall, hard-muscled body, the graceful way he moved,

  he would be a sexual fantasy come true out there. But she doubted he did. Cameron wasn’t the type of man to shake his booty for the crowd.




  She smiled as she lifted her beer to her lips, intent on taking the first drink of the cold, bitter liquid. She had been putting it off as long as she could.




  As it touched her lips, a hard, well-tanned hand came from behind her, gripped the bottle, and held it still. She could barely taste it against her lips, barely felt the icy sensation of liquid.

  But behind her, the heat of the man seared her back.




  “Your father would have a cow if he saw you here.”




  Trepidation surged in her stomach at the sound of the dark voice in her ear, the feel of a broad palm covering her hip, and the sensation of being surrounded with heat.




  He pulled the bottle from her hand and passed it to another woman passing by them. The blonde flashed him a smile and a wink as she took it and continued on with her companion.




  “That was just rude,” she told him.




  She didn’t turn; she couldn’t force herself to turn. For the first time in all the years she had been teasing and tempting Cameron Falladay he was finally touching her.




  His chest pressed against her shoulders, his hand gripped her hip, his arm rested on the side of the truck beside her. She felt surrounded by him. Heated by him. She felt sinfully aware of the

  hard press of his hips against her lower back and the erection beneath his jeans.




  “That was common sense.” He nipped her ear and she felt her pulse ignite with a heat that burned across her nerve endings. “You shouldn’t be here.”




  “I’m legal,” she reminded him, suddenly feeling more feminine than she had in her life.




  “By all of three months?” The rasp of his rough cheek against her ear nearly had her coming undone.




  She was breathing hard and fast, and she knew it. She couldn’t stop it. Her heart was racing in her chest, her thighs felt week, her clit was swollen, her nipples hard. She could feel

  every inch of her body readying itself for him.




  “Three months, three years.” She shrugged with an attempt at a laugh. “Does it matter?”




  As she spoke, his arm lifted as though in a signal. Within seconds the pulsing, hard drive of the music eased away to be replaced by a slower, softer tune.




  It was late, it was normal. The music turned sexier, pounding with sex and excitement rather than anticipation.




  “Dance with me.”




  Jaci stiffened in shock as Cam’s hand tightened at her hip and he drew her back toward the shadows at the front of the truck, which had been backed toward the circle of partygoers.




  She turned in his arms, hands pressing against the dark T-shirt as he stared down at her, his broad chest sheltering her, warming her as his arms moved around her.




  “Cam.” Wonder filled her voice. She had been dying for this for too many years. To be held against his large body, his arms around her.




  She felt the rasp of his cheek against the top of her head, the sliding of his pants against her bare thighs beneath the short hem of her skirt.




  He wasn’t wearing jeans. He was wearing the camouflage pants he usually wore when leaving for or returning from duty. How long had he been home? It couldn’t have been for long. Had

  he come straight here for her? Just for her?




  “You shouldn’t be here, sweetheart.” His hands slid over her back. Up. Down. Then, his hand slid beneath the bottom of her shirt and touched her bare flesh.




  Oh God. His hands were broad and calloused, warm, impossibly arousing. She could feel the shudders working up her spine from his touch, tearing at the control she had promised herself she would

  have around him.




  At twenty-six, Cam was a world ahead of her in experience. A warrior, a conqueror. It was in his dark face, in those light green eyes.




  “Where should I be?” She lifted her head to him, he with his gaze imprisoning hers as he stared down at her. He swayed to the music with her, rubbed against her.




  “Safe,” he answered.




  “At home, playing with my dolls?” she suggested sweetly. “Those days are long gone, Cam.”




  His expression was hungry. She teased him, though she knew better. She tilted her hips toward him, then gasped in shock as his hands slid to her rear, clenched the rounded flesh and jerked her

  to him.




  “Cam?” Her nails dug into his shoulders as the hard wedge of his erection pressed tight against the sensitive flesh between her thighs.




  “You can go home with me, or I can take you back to your parents’,” he rasped. “Which one?”




  Her lips parted as she fought to breathe, to make sense of this abrupt change in the man she had been flirting with and teasing for so many years.




  “The party—”




  “You’re not staying here.” He backed her against the front of the truck, lifting her until he was wedged fully against her, his hands sliding beneath the skirt to the bare

  flesh revealed by the thong she wore.




  No, she wasn’t staying here. She stared into his eyes, instinct clashing with feminine need and fear, until she fought to breathe through the sensations racing through her.




  The party was a catalyst, nothing more. It always had been—since that first party, when she was sixteen. He was the dark visage that moved from the shadows, caught her wrist, and dragged

  her from the date she had arrived with, and had made certain she never stayed.




  He had taken her home that night. Tonight, he would take her to his home. Since she was thirteen and found him in that truck at the back of her father’s land, Cam had been her protector in

  ways he had never been before.




  He pulled her to his pickup, unlocked the passenger door, and lifted her to the seat. Before she could turn forward, one hand slid into her hair, the other clamped to her hip, and he was staring

  at her. His gaze bored into hers, the tension building until Jaci felt as though it would eat her alive.




  “My house or your parents’?” his voice was hard, demanding.




  There was no question of which.




  “Yours.” She had waited too long, fantasized for too many years.




  No sooner had the words left her than his lips covered hers. Possessive, demanding. He made no concessions, no apologies. His tongue stroked into her mouth, nudged against hers and in those

  seconds she learned more about a kiss than she had learned in her entire life.




  She learned a kiss could burn from the top of her head to the tips of her toes. That it could slam into her womb, convulse it and release inside her a hunger for more that she didn’t know

  she was capable of.




  Her arms wrapped around his shoulders, her head tilted to his, mewling cries leaving her lips as he nipped at them, sucked them, then pressed against them once again.




  He kissed her like he was dying for her taste and hers alone. He kissed her with an experience, a knowledge worlds away from hers.




  When he pulled back, she stared up at him, dazed and uncertain and wanting so much more.




  “You know what coming home with me means?” he asked her then. “Everything it means?”




  She nodded. Oh yes, she knew what it would mean. She wouldn’t be tossing alone in her own bed. She would be in his bed, beneath his hard body.




  “Everything, Jaci?” His fingers tightened in her hair as he jerked her closer, his thighs spreading hers, her skirt riding up until the hard proof of his arousal pressed dead center

  between her thighs.




  “Everything,” she gasped.




  He could have her here, right here in the front seat of his pickup, if that was what he wanted. Whatever he wanted. She was dying for more, primed for it.




  “You shouldn’t have come here tonight.” His fingers caressed her cheek, his expression darkening. “Any night but tonight.”




  “But I knew you would be here tonight,” she answered. “I came for you, Cam. I always come for you.”




  He grimaced, a hard flex of his expression as his hands slid to her thighs, curved on the bare flesh and his hips pressed harder against her.




  Jaci felt her lashes droop, sexual weakness filling her, pumping through her. A drugged awareness of the fact that he was more man than she could handle, but the only man she wanted.




  “Get in there before I end up fucking you here.” He jerked back, slid her around on the leather seat and slammed the door.




  He didn’t drive sedately back to the house he shared with his brother on the other side of town. He took the back roads with a speed that should have been reckless, but instead felt

  controlled.




  He handled the vehicle the same way he had handled her earlier. With confidence and determination, he drove the truck into the two-car garage where he drew it to a stop and cut the motor.




  He wasn’t giving her a chance to change her mind. He turned, opened his door, and stepped out before reaching back for her. Lifting her against his hard body, her toes barely touching the

  floor, his lips stole her kiss, and stole her senses.




  His lips devoured hers, his tongue slid past them, licked against her tongue and danced over it as she strained to get closer. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she held on tight, lost in a sea

  of such incredible sensations that she never wanted to emerge from it.




  Her senses were tossed amid the lust burning out of control between the two of them, but there was more, she thought. There was a lifetime of waiting, of knowing this was coming. Years of saving

  herself for this one night, for this one man.




  One arm remained around her back while the other gripped the side of her rear, holding her against him as he walked, maybe stumbled a bit to the door that led into the house. Her eyes were

  closed and desperate mewls of pleasure were echoing from her throat.




  His hand clenched on her butt as he braced her against a wall. She didn’t even know which room they had stepped into.




  “Take this off.” He pulled the shirt over her head, disposed of it, tossed it behind him, and a second later he was laying her back on a wide, leather couch as he knelt on the floor

  beside her.




  She wasn’t wearing a bra. She had deliberately not worn a bra, and now, as Cam stared down at her, as those light, bright-green eyes narrowed on the swollen, hard-tipped mounds of her

  breasts, she was fiercely glad she hadn’t.




  Her nipples ached. They hurt with the need for his touch, the stroke of his tongue, his lips.




  “You’re beautiful.” He said it so simply, his voice so husky and rasping with hunger that she felt her lower stomach tighten violently in reaction.




  “I’ll never get enough of you.” One broad hand cupped a breast. “Ever.”




  Then his lips were covering her nipple, sucking it deep inside his mouth, as her back arched and a cry fell from her lips.




  She was only barely aware of his other hand pushing at the elastic band of her short skirt, pushing it over her hips. The black skirt was amazingly daring, the thong beneath it so brief that she

  had nearly not worn it.




  But this was Cam. There was no shame with Cam.




  She writhed beneath his mouth, his tongue flickering over her nipple, flaying it with heat as she kicked the skirt from her ankles and his large hand pressed between her thighs.




  His fingers pushed under her panties, found her slick and wet, as a cry ripped past her lips and her fingers tightened in his hair.




  The tip of one finger rubbed at the entrance to her body, drawing more of the silky wetness from her. Jaci felt as though she were burning from the inside out, lost in a vortex and fighting to

  find her way.




  “Hold on to me, baby,” he whispered, as though he knew, understood. “Just hold on to me. It’s all okay.”




  But it wasn’t okay. She had waited too long, needed too much.




  Her hands tore at his shirt until he jerked it from his shoulders with one hand. The fingers of the other continued to stroke, to massage the swollen folds of her pussy.




  Her hands pushed down on his chest as she fought to breathe, her fingers fumbling with his belt, then the zipper of his pants.




  A minute later, the hard, impressive length of his erection was free.




  He knelt beside the couch, his fingers doing erotic, wicked things between her thighs, and all she could do was stare at the hard, swollen head of his cock.




  It was dark, throbbing, the heavily veined shaft twitching under her fingers as she curled them around it. Not that they could meet. There was a lot of flesh there.




  “Jaci,” he growled her name—a rough, thick sound—as she lifted her head and placed a kiss at his thigh.




  “I’ve dreamed of this.” And she had. Endless nights of dreams.




  “All of it, Jaci?” he asked her then. “Everything?”




  “Everything.” She lifted her head and licked over the engorged cock head, the taste of stormy male and dark lust meeting her tongue as she moaned at the knowledge that he wanted her.

  Cam wanted her.




  “Like this.” His hand caught in her hair, held her head still, then his hips pressed the thick length closer. “Open your mouth, baby. Slow and easy. Take me there.”




  Slow and easy. She let her tongue flicker over the head, feeling his hands tighten in her hair as he filled her mouth with the hard flesh.




  Jaci couldn’t help but cry out. She stared up at him, her lashes heavy, heat consuming her as she began to draw on the sensitive crest, sucking and licking it. Reliving all the fantasies

  she had ever wove in her head when it came to Cam.




  As she drew on him she felt her thong slide down her legs. Felt his hand part her thighs. His tongue lapped at the moist flesh of her pussy sliding through the narrow slit, circling her

  clit.




  She stared up at Cam. He had one hand buried in her hair, the other circling her hand, guiding his cock in and out of her mouth.




  And between her thighs . . .




  A whimper left her, as knowledge slowly penetrated her as surely as that tongue penetrated her vagina, and calloused male hands spread her thighs wider.




  She tried to jerk back, but his fingers tightened.




  She cried out, staring up at Cam in shock as his eyes opened, the pupils suddenly flaring as something akin to agony twisted his features.




  His cock slid from her lips and her head jerked, staring down to watch his twin, Chase, lift his head from between her thighs.




  His lips glistened with her juices. His eyes, so like Cam’s, his features identical, suddenly tightened with shock and knowledge.




  “Cam?” His voice was hard, powerful. “She knew this was coming. Right?”




  Jaci shook her head, shuddering, torn between begging them to stop and begging them to finish. A roller coaster of sensation was tearing through her. Her senses were alive with too many

  impulses, too much pleasure, and too much awareness.




  It wasn’t just Cam.




  Everything. He wanted everything. And then she remembered. Like a splash of cold water, she knew that the rumors of the two brothers sharing their lovers wasn’t just rumor. It was

  truth.




  “This is everything,” Cam whispered, touching her cheek, drawing her gaze back to him, his eyes tormented, somber. “I thought you knew, Jaci. I thought you were warned what

  everything meant.”




  Watch Cam. Everything means giving it to him and Chase. The warning, given by a friend that she had ignored. That Jaci had denied. Petty gossip, she had told herself. Jealousy. But it was

  truth.




  “Damn it, Cam!” Chase was on his feet, jerking his shirt off and pushing it into his brother’s hands.




  Shaking his head, Cam slowly eased her arms into the shirt as she stared back at him, trying to make sense of what she wanted, what they wanted.




  As he drew the edges of the shirt together she whispered miserably, “I’m a virgin, Cam.”




  She had saved herself for him. For as long as she had remembered, she had known there was no one else for her but Cameron Falladay.




  He froze as his eyes widened, his fingers at the buttons of the shirt.




  “What did you say?”




  “I’m a virgin.”




  As Chase stomped from the room Cam breathed out with a ragged breath.




  “I’m taking you home now, Jaci.”




  “I waited for you,” she whispered. “Just for you.”




  He cupped her face in his hands then and stared back at her, pain and shadows swirling in his eyes.




  “I’m taking you home. Stay away from those parties, because I won’t be there again, and no one else will bother to try to protect you, sweetheart. They’ll hurt you. And

  as God as my witness, I’ll kill the man who dares to hurt you.”




  She shook her head, confused, aching, uncertain what she had just allowed to slip through her fingers.




  “Wait.” She gripped his wrist as he pushed his erection inside his pants and pulled the zipper up. “Cam, tell me why. Why this?”




  She was going to cry. She didn’t want to cry. She wanted Cam, she wanted the heat, the wicked intensity, and a part of her wanted what she knew everything was now. That part of her

  terrified her.




  “I thought you knew,” he said again, his voice soft, filled with regret. “God, Jaci, I thought you knew what I wanted. Come on.” He slid her skirt over her legs then

  pulled her to her feet and replaced it around her hips as he knelt in front of her.




  “Cam?”




  He was too silent, an air of grief surrounding him as he slowly laid his cheek against her stomach. And Jaci felt the first tear fall. She didn’t know what she had lost tonight, and she

  was suddenly terrified to ask, to let herself wonder.




  “Go home, Jaci. For both our sakes, for my sanity, go home.”
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  Sometimes life just came full circle, whether a woman wanted it to or not. It was inevitable. And life had definitely come full circle for Jaci Wright.




  The party was different. The stilted, gossipy political crowd was nothing like the raucous booze-laden crowd that had inhabited the last party where one of the Falladay twins had waylaid

  her.




  She wasn’t a woman-child now. She was a mature woman with more hang-ups than a closet and just as many reasons for running as hard and as fast from them now as she’d had seven years

  ago.




  But this time, she knew she wouldn’t run.




  “It’s definitely a party your mother would approve of.” Chase Falladay stepped up to her. She had always been able to tell the Falladay brothers apart. Chase was dressed in an

  evening suit, his thick black hair brushed back from his strong features, his light green eyes watching her with a hint of laughter as a smile tugged at his sensual, sexy lips.




  Sun-darkened flesh was stretched tighter over his face, it seemed, than it had been seven years ago. There were laugh lines at the corners of his eyes, but those eyes—such a light green

  they were mesmerizing—seemed more shadowed now. Haunted. And he still looked much too much like Cameron—the one man that haunted her dreams and her thoughts, even when he

  shouldn’t have.




  “Yes, Mom would approve of this party,” she murmured, staring around for a second before her gaze was drawn back to him.




  He was just as handsome as he ever had been. Just as bold as Cam and just as much out of her league. As she stared at him, she felt the past wash over her. The face that stared at her was the

  right one, but the man wasn’t.




  “Fancy meeting you here.” She let a smile curve at her lips before raising her champagne glass and sipping at the sparkling liquid. She should have felt uncomfortable, hesitant, but

  she didn’t. She was more intrigued than she should be.




  “Hmm. Providence perhaps?” He lifted a dark brow and leaned against the wall beside her, one hand pushing into the pockets of his dress slacks while the other held his champagne

  glass negligently “Should I rescue you from this one, as Cam did the last one?”




  The mention of that last party, the cool autumn night, the hot male body, and everything she had walked away from when she walked away from him and Cam, flashed through her. Heat whispered over

  her skin but it wasn’t embarrassment.




  “Courtney might kill us both,” she whispered as though they dare not let their hostess hear those words. “I had to promise her I’d mingle, under the threat of dire

  consequences.”




  Courtney was her dearest friend. She, along with Sebastian De Lorents, had saved Jaci’s life on a dark street in England, years before, when a mugger decided to get ugly.




  Courtney and Sebastian were both here now, in Squire Point, Virginia. Courtney had married an American businessman, and Sebastian was working for him. Just as Jaci would be doing soon.




  “I’m sure Courtney would understand,” he offered suggestively. “And if she doesn’t, then I’ll have Ian explain it to her. He seems to have some small measure

  of control over her.”




  There was a hint of laughter in his voice. Sexy, certain of himself. Confident.




  “Chase Falladay.” She shook her head, still bemused to be standing there, talking to him as though the years had never separated them. “What are you doing here?”




  He leaned forward several inches. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”




  He was close now. So close that all it would take was the smallest movement from her to touch him.




  She shook her head, forcing herself to smile as she stared out over the crowd once more.




  Fate was definitely being fickle at the moment. Not only were her two biggest headaches at this party but also the identical twin of her greatest torment. Now, how was that for her life? She

  dreamed of Cam, but here was Chase. And perhaps, as he suggested, it was providence—a sign, Fate laughing its silly ass off and showing Jaci how fickle its favor could be.




  “I don’t know,” she finally answered as she turned back to him. “I’ve been known to be pretty gullible at times. Tell me your tale, and then I’ll decide if I

  believe it.”




  She liked to believe she was much less gullible than she had once been. She had seen the world; at times, she had seen more of it than she wanted to. And she had learned lessons she never

  imagined she would be faced with.




  His eyes gleamed with laughter. “I wouldn’t want to make you blush. I hear it’s impolite.”




  Sexy, charming. He was devilishly amusing, and the laughter was just as hard to contain as it had been seven years ago.




  Chase had always been the joker, Cam the more serious one. Cam’s dark wit and almost dangerous sexuality had drawn women to him like flies to honey, just as it had drawn Jaci.




  “As though that would stop you.” She had to force back the laughter, but it was hard. Chase had always had a way of making her laugh. “You delighted in it once. You made

  everyone laugh, while Cam made certain he made everyone angry.” She looked around again, her heart thumping hard in anticipation. “Where is Cam?”




  Shockingly, she felt the remembered heat of that night so long ago. Cam’s kiss stealing her mind, and then later, his voice breaking her heart with the knowledge that he wouldn’t be

  her lover alone.




  For so many years she had wondered if she had made a mistake in running from him that night. If she had stayed, so many things would have changed. And perhaps she wouldn’t have spent seven

  years wondering.




  “Cam’s around.” His voice softened, the dark cadence gentling as she turned back to him. “He’ll enjoy seeing you again. It’s been a long time.”




  It had been. It had been too long. And yet, not long enough. Because she still felt that warmth low in her stomach as it threatened to turn into a burn. A reaction only Cam, or the thought of

  Cam, could cause to build inside her.




  And regret. There was always regret.




  Bolder than brass, strong, muscled, larger than life. That was what Cam had always been to her. Until the night she realized exactly how bold he could be.




  Chase had been her friend, though. Even later, during her odd visits home, he had been there. Flirtatious, yet knowing. He had teased her and laughed at her when they met up; but that spark,

  that hidden flame had never been the same with Chase.




  “It has been a long time,” she nodded.




  She felt uncertain now. She could feel the nervous tension rising inside her.




  Cam was here, and so was Chase. And so much had changed, and yet so much hadn’t. But she remembered Cam’s warning clearly. He would kill over her. He wasn’t a man that made

  false declarations. And he never forgot a promise. That was a dangerous thing for a woman who knew her past was about to catch up with her.




  Now she was going to have to find a way to hold her own fantasies, as well as the men, at arm’s length, because the promise Cam made her still had the power to terrify her. God help her,

  the Robertses, and Cam, if he ever learned what truly happened that night. Blood would spill, and the mere thought of that gave her nightmares. He had sworn he would kill any man that hurt her,

  and he kept his promises.




  It had kept her from contacting Cam, from running to him, for years. The knowledge that she knew he would kill because of her, the look in his eyes that night, the primal intensity, the dark

  power, assured her he wasn’t joking.




  She had known him and Chase for too many years even before that night. She knew they were both men that other men knew to be wary of.




  She swallowed nervously and felt the flutter of panic in her stomach as her gaze moved around the room. She hid in the shadows of the room throughout the evening, hoping to avoid the Robertses.

  Now she knew she was going to have to get the hell out of there.




  “I can’t believe you’re this nervous around me, Jaci.” Chase’s head tilted a fraction as he stared back at her knowingly.




  “Who says I’m nervous?” She was. She accepted it. But not because of the past.




  Those sexy lips quirked again. “Courtney has an exceptional garden outside.” He extended his hand toward the doors that opened out between the two sprawling wings of the house.

  “Would you like to walk out with me?”




  “Courtney will miss me.” She gave him a polite smile as she tried to plan the best route out of the ballroom to where she could call a cab and return to her hotel. “She

  threatened me, Chase. I’m to mingle.”




  “She’ll survive, and so will you.”




  She inhaled roughly as he caught her free hand and tugged her from the side of the ballroom toward those open doors.




  Ian Sinclair and his wife, Courtney, had an exceptional home. The main mansion, built over a hundred years ago, was huge. Later additions included the two wings that sloped back to each side of

  the main house, creating a hidden, private garden inside.




  Dusk was falling as Chase drew her outside, where the music was more muted, more romantic. The haunting strains of the piano whispered through the air as Chase drew her farther into the

  shadowed, dimly lit garden.




  She hadn’t expected to see him here. She knew he and Cameron lived in Alexandria, of which Squire Point was a suburb, but she hadn’t thought she would see him here, at the

  Sinclairs’.




  She had thought she could take this job, do the work it entailed, and maybe, before she left, she would give an old friend a call.




  Her lips quirked at the thought. She was lying to herself then and she was lying to herself now. She was dying to see Cam again. Dying for one more chance to taste his kiss, to feel his touch.

  To see if anything had changed, if he had grown possessive, if perhaps he had grown out of that need to share with his twin. And if he hadn’t, she wondered if perhaps she had grown out of her

  fear of it. Because the fantasies that had haunted her over the years had nearly driven her insane. Dark dreams and wicked desires had been instilled in her that night. Escaping them wasn’t

  an option.




  Knowing she was going to have to avoid the Falladay twins until the job was over, and that the Robertses would surely interfere in any relationship she developed, was quickly changing her plans.

  If Cam and Chase were close friends with the Sinclairs, then the potential for disaster had just grown exponentially.




  She would kill Courtney for not warning her they would be so close.




  As they moved onto the wide, flagstone path that weaved and branched off into hidden grottos, Chase drew her alongside him, his hand settling against the small of her back as they walked deeper

  into the shadows.




  The other guests hadn’t wandered this far yet. There was a faint tinkle of a fountain nearby. Night birds sang their songs and crickets chirped happily. If she closed her eyes she could

  almost feel that hot summer night seven years earlier, and she could almost pretend Chase was Cam.




  “Are you bringing me out to the gardens in an attempt to seduce me, Chase?” she drawled with a smile, the seriousness of her question hidden beneath the subtle laughter in her

  tone.




  She had forgotten how much fun it could be to flirt with and tease Chase, what it felt like to be with a man that a part of her instinctively trusted, rather than distrusted.




  She had learned over the years not to trust anyone, especially good-looking men. And that, she often thought, was an incredible shame. A woman her age should have had more adventures than

  she’d had so far.




  His chuckle stroked her senses.




  “I want to catch up with an old friend, nothing more,” he promised her. “Damn, Jaci, when did you become so suspicious?”




  “When it comes to you and your brother? Seven years ago.” She glanced up at him, amused at the accusation. “You’re not old enough to have forgotten, surely?”




  She hadn’t forgotten a moment of it, and she knew Chase—he would never let her hide from it if he thought for a minute that she was trying to. Better to get it out in the open now.

  And she couldn’t resist it anyway. Seeing him, knowing Cam was close, the needs were rising inside her with all the dark promise of the dreams that had haunted her.




  “Now you’re just being mean.” He gave her a mock glare before pulling her to a vine-covered swing that sat beneath a wide arbor. “Here we go. We can just sit here and

  visit.”




  Jaci sat down, carefully smoothing the material of her black evening gown down her thighs as Chase sat down beside her.




  The gown, which had felt so alluring when she put it on, now seemed too sexy, too revealing. It made her feel too feminine. The thin straps held the draped bodice over her breasts. Maybe she

  should have worn a bra. The side slit ran to her thigh. It showed an indecent amount of leg.




  Chase chuckled again.




  She lifted her gaze and felt the grin that tugged at her lips, as he watched her knowingly.




  “You and Cam always made me too nervous,” she admitted with a soft laugh. “Sometimes I’ve missed that.”




  She had missed the twins after she left town within weeks of the night of the party. She had snapped up an offer to attend a design school in California and headed out as fast as she could. And

  every day she planned the trip, she’d had to fight herself to keep from going to Cam, to keep from accepting an offer she knew she couldn’t handle. Just to be in his arms. To feel his

  kiss again. To see what she was missing.




  “We’ve missed you.” His arm stretched behind her, his fingers playing with the strands of hair that escaped the decorative clip that held it in the back.




  We’ve missed you. Not I. Jaci caught that one quickly.




  She ducked her head, hoping to hide her response to that statement as she inhaled with a slow, deep breath.




  “You ran out on us, Jaci.”




  Jaci swallowed tightly, her head jerking up as his tone hardened.




  “There was nothing to run out on.” She kept her voice firm, steady.




  The shadowed landscape lighting gave his expression a darker, more dangerous cast. His eyes gleamed in the low light, piercing into hers.




  His fingers paused at the nape of her neck where they had been playing with the hair that drifted down from the clip. His expression became intent, determined.




  He nodded slowly. “I guess you’re right. There was nothing to run out on.” His lips quirked humorlessly “We still missed you like hell, though. Life wasn’t the same

  without your laughter.”




  It hadn’t been the same without them, either. She had been their friend, when other women were no more than novelties—she knew that. Until one night destroyed that friendship. She

  had never looked at Chase the same after that, and she had never seen Cam again.




  The thought of Cam had her insides burning, rioting with fear and with need. She kept checking the shadows for him, kept expecting him to step into view. And the hunger to see him was growing

  within her in burning waves.




  “I need to get back inside.” She rose to her feet, her fingers tightening on the small purse that hung from her shoulder. “It’s almost the witching hour for me. I have to

  get up early in the morning.”




  She needed to get away from him, to think. It had been too damned long since she had seen Chase or Cam, too long since she had allowed herself to think about the Falladay twins, either

  separately or apart.




  “Let me take you back to your hotel, or are you staying here?” He nodded to the mansion.




  “I’m at a hotel. But I’ll be fine.”




  “We could talk—just talk, Jaci, I promise.” He smiled. The charm and sensuality that was so much a part of him wrapped around her, encouraged her to join in, to let herself be

  seduced.




  “I don’t know.”




  “Just the two of us.”




  He said it so easily, with just a hint of amusement, a promise of sensuality. There was a shade of mockery in his tone, an acknowledgement of her hesitancy and the reasons why.




  Jaci looked around the thick foliage of the grotto, the scent of summer, of sultry heat wrapping around her, the scent of the man sinking into her. And she weakened. He wasn’t Cam, but he

  knew her. He wouldn’t betray her or deliberately hurt her. And she was tired—tired of being alone and wishing for things she couldn’t have. Tired of dreaming of one man and

  regretting one night.




  Finally, she nodded. A slow, hesitant movement, a part of her holding back, the other part reaching out for him.




  His smile was slow, confident, and for a moment Jaci wondered if she had somehow just stepped into something she didn’t have a chance of handling.




  “You can’t change your mind.” He caught her hand and drew her back along the path.




  Rather than heading back into the ballroom, he drew her instead to a glass door that opened into the private wing of the house.




  “I need to let Courtney know I’m leaving,” she said as they moved through the short hall and into the kitchen and formal dining room, before turning into the foyer.




  “Matthew will let her know.” He drew her to the front door where the butler stepped from the small room that connected to the private wing as well as the main mansion.




  “Mr. Falladay. Miss Wright.” Matthew nodded his head politely.




  “Matthew, please let Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair know we’ve left. Tell Ian I’ll contact him tomorrow about those files.”




  “Of course, Mr. Falladay,” Matthew acknowledged impassively. “I’ll inform them immediately.”




  He stepped forward and opened the door for them, his brown eyes flickering with curiosity as they passed him.




  Matthew was the scourge of Courtney’s life, and the bastion of the male-only club Ian Sinclair owned—the one Courtney wasn’t allowed in. The one Jaci had been hired to

  redesign, along with the private wing and main mansion. The Sinclair home was being turned over to the club itself, while Ian and Courtney would be moving into the new home they were building out

  of sight of the club, on the other side of the estate.




  “Courtney’s going to skin us both,” she warned him as she lifted her dress and moved down the stone steps to the driveway beyond.




  “I promise to protect you.” He flashed a smile over his shoulder, his gaze wicked.




  “Who will protect you, though?” She laughed, allowing him to pull her to the curb of the circular driveway as a vehicle’s lights moved around the drive.




  “Quick service,” she murmured, as the Jaguar pulled to a stop in front of them and the valet driver jumped from the car.




  “Matthew’s a very efficient man.”




  He opened the door and helped her into the passenger seat before moving around the front of the car.




  Jaci watched him move. He didn’t hurry. He strode with determined steps, with powerful coordination. A wolf in elegant sheep’s wool, she thought with a smile. And he did look

  elegant.




  A second later he was moving into the driver’s seat, pulling the door closed, and accelerating away from the brightly lit mansion.




  “Where was Cam tonight?” She turned to stare at his profile, unable to forget that Cam was back at that party. She could have seen him. At least from a distance. Perhaps spoken to

  him.




  He turned and flashed her a quick look. “He was looking for Ian when I caught sight of you. By now, they’re likely deeply involved in a business discussion.”




  Had they changed that much over the past seven years? Despite Chase’s words, perhaps Cam had forgotten about the immature little virgin who had dared to tease him, then ran away from the

  truth she didn’t want to face.




  “He didn’t even want to stop and say hello to me?” She didn’t want to admit that it hurt, that he had known she was there and hadn’t stopped to speak.




  “I slipped away with you.” There was no smile this time.




  His jaw seemed to tighten, a fine sense of tension invading the interior of the car.




  Jaci turned her head and stared through the windshield again. There were so many questions raging inside her, so many emotions.




  She felt off balance, meeting Chase like this, unprepared for it, not expecting him.




  “Courtney’s been excited over the design project Ian approved,” he spoke into the silence. “I bet it took her two months to talk him into those plans. He wanted to give

  the mansion over to the club, but I don’t think he was certain about allowing a woman to do the designing.”




  She smiled at that. Ian had questioned her extensively, on not just her credentials, which she knew he had checked out, but also her ideas about a male-dominant domain.




  “So you and Cam knew I was arriving?” She turned back to him as that thought hit her.




  “We did the investigative check on you before Courtney was given the go-ahead to contact you.”




  Jaci’s lips parted in surprise before she tightened them with irritation. “I’m surprised Ian approved me, then.” And now she wasn’t surprised Cam hadn’t

  wanted to see her.




  Chase was quiet for long moments after that. “If Cam and I hadn’t known you, he probably wouldn’t have,” he revealed. “We were the deciding factor.”




  She turned from him then, anger stealing past the shield she had learned to keep between herself and the world.




  One accidental misstep, one job she never should have taken, and it had nearly destroyed her career. The repercussions were like echoes, they never went away, even five years later.




  “Do you want to tell me what happened between you and Congressman Roberts?” he asked, his tone harder now, slipping from curiosity to demand.




  She hated being ambushed, and suddenly that was how she felt.




  “No, I don’t. And if this is why you insisted on returning me to my hotel, then you should have stayed where you were. Perhaps you should have allowed Ian Sinclair to make up his own

  mind about me while you were at it. I don’t need your help.”




  “You’re just as damned stubborn as you ever were,” he growled. “It was a logical question, Jaci. Something happened, or they wouldn’t have targeted you so

  heavily.”




  “So tell me, Mr. Investigator,” she snapped, “what answers did you come up with? Why don’t you tell me what happened with Congressman

  Roberts?”




  She knew what rumors the Robertses had spread.




  “Wait.” She held up her hand before he could speak. “On second thought, let me guess. I was caught attempting to steal a large amount of cash that Congressman Roberts kept in

  the desk in his private office. When they caught me, out of the kindness of their hearts, they just fired me from the job they hired me for and sent me on my way, rather than calling the police.

  Did I get it right?”




  He shot her a short glance. “There were rumors of an affair with the congressman, as well,” he stated.




  Oh yeah, she hadn’t forgotten about that one.




  Jaci propped her elbow on the door ledge, pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose and breathed in deeply. For five years she had been dealing with this.




  It had taken her years to save up the money to finance her dream of settling in one city and opening her own design shop, all because of one malicious, corrupt couple that didn’t know how

  to keep their dirty laundry hidden.




  “So, why did you vouch for me? So you could interrogate me?” She turned to him with a glare.




  “You’re no thief.”




  “But I could very well be a home-wrecking little tramp out to snag a congressman?” she sneered.




  “Or Annalee Roberts could be staying true to form, and attempting to destroy someone who has managed to get in her way, or who knows something she’s terrified of others

  knowing,” he suggested. “What happened, Jaci?”




  “I breathed,” she gritted out as he pulled beneath the entrance to the hotel Ian Sinclair had placed her in. “And now I’m going to my room, alone. Thank you for the

  ride.”




  The door opened smoothly, the doorman extending his hand to her as she stepped from the vehicle and headed for the entrance.




  She was furious and she knew she had no right to be. She had known in coming here that this would come up, that there was no escaping the past, once she stepped into the Robertses’

  territory.




  Congressman Roberts was rumored to be making a bid to replace his father-in-law in the Senate. He had a lot to lose, and as far as she knew, only one person knew their dirty little secrets.

  Secrets she wished she didn’t know.




  “Dammit, Jaci. Hold up.” Chase caught up with her in the lobby his fingers wrapping around her arm, pulling her to a stop as she headed for the elevators. “Talk to

  me.”




  “I’m done talking to you,” she bit out. “You’re as overbearing as Cam ever was, and I’m not in the mood to deal with it. Go back home, Chase. Find a nice

  little woman who can put up with you and your brother, and leave me the hell alone.”




  “Dammit, you don’t want Cam asking these questions,” he warned her, his voice dark. “And he will ask them, Jaci. He’s not the man you left behind in Oklahoma. And

  trust me, he hasn’t forgotten that promise he made to you the night he took you home. Do you remember it?”




  His voice roughened, as Jaci became aware of the odd looks they were getting from the hotel staff and the guests that loitered in the lobby.




  “I don’t know . . .”




  “He said he would kill any man who dared to hurt you.” His voice was soft, warning. “Did you think he was joking? Do you think for a moment he forgot that promise? Tell me,

  Jaci, do you want to be the cause of Congressman Roberts’s death?”
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  Cameron Falladay stood on the stone patio outside the ballroom, his body braced against the brick wall, a drink in hand, head lowered. His head filled with a woman’s face

  and the memory of a kiss that had burned through his soul.




  Her. Jaci.




  He ground his teeth together and fought against the need to leave the party, to race to her hotel room before Chase could touch her, before his brother could take the woman who had tormented Cam

  for so long.




  He wanted to sink inside her with a hunger that had tightened his muscles to the point that they ached. His cock was iron hard, throbbing brutally with that need.




  What had possessed him to refuse to go to her? He had known if he didn’t, Chase would, and at that time, that seemed the better solution. It had been seven long years since he had touched

  the woman that tormented damned near every dream he’d had since she left the small Oklahoma town they lived in.




  The first punch of clawing need that had struck him the second he’d seen her tonight had almost stolen his breath. He had stood there, staring at her, the way that dress draped down,

  baring her back, swishing sexily above her rounded ass.




  It was enough to make a grown man go to his knees and worship that rounded flesh and everything above and below it.




  Instead of going to her, he had left Chase to go after her instead, because he didn’t trust his control. He didn’t trust his ability not to demand things he knew she couldn’t

  give.




  But letting her go, risking his brother, even the brother he shared his women with, touching her, was fraying his control.




  No one had ever tempted his control as Jaci did. Even seven years ago, a tender twenty-one-year-old virgin with stars in her eyes, she had tempted it. She made him want to forget the rules that

  had defined his life. Made him wish he was someone or something other than who he was.




  “Hey, Cam, where’s that brother of yours?” The false joviality in Congressman Roberts’s voice had Cam tensing, his head lifting as he stared back at the smaller man with

  barely restrained violence in his heart.




  Where he stood was shadowed, darker than the area around it, hiding the anger he had promised himself and Ian he would keep carefully restrained.




  But it wasn’t easy. Roberts was a maggot, and he was the maggot that had tormented Jaci for five years.




  The investigative report they had pulled together on her over the past months had enraged him and Chase. Chase was more subtle; Roberts’s financials would be an open book to them

  eventually—to them, as well as to the Feds. Cam wasn’t much into subtlety, though. He wanted to ram his fist into the bastard’s face.




  “Congressman,” he drawled softly, “I’m sure Chase is around somewhere.”




  Dark brown hair was layered to frame the congressman’s face and lend it an “honest” appearance. The false sincerity in his brown gaze had always sickened Cam, but now it made

  him almost violent.




  “I saw him with Ms. Wright earlier.” Those eyes flickered with concern. “I was hoping to catch him before he left with her.”




  “Did he leave with her?” Cam drawled, his hand tightening on his drink glass as he thought of all the reasons why it was a very bad idea to rearrange this man’s face.




  “I hope not.” Roberts sighed. “Ms. Wright is a perfectly acceptable interior designer, but a man in Chase’s position should be careful of his reputation.”




  “And she can harm that how?” If he killed Roberts, he could hide the body really well. The Special Forces had taught him how. But he’d never be able to hide the fact that

  he’d done it from Chase. And Chase would just give him hell over it.




  “Certain women always manage to do so,” the congressman sighed. “Ah well, I’m certain he’s well aware of her past. Being an investigator comes in handy,” he

  joked, his laughter as false as the concern had been.




  “It does indeed.”




  Roberts cleared his throat. “It’s regrettable that Ms. Wright sometimes allows herself to forget her place. Some women”—he shrugged philosophically, with no idea how

  close to death he was stepping —“some women aren’t always willing to work properly for what they want.”




  Cam felt his hand curl into a fist.




  “How did she work for what she wanted, then?”




  If the bastard said the words, he was dead. As cold and dead as any enemy Cam had taken out in the military. All he had to do was say the words, and Cam promised himself, the bastard’s

  death would be brutal. Bloody.




  Roberts shook his head and sighed almost pityingly. Almost.




  “I’m not a man to tell tales,” he finally said. “Just tell Chase to be careful. I’d hate to see a friend hurt.”




  Richard Roberts turned on his heel and shoved his hands in the pockets of his slacks and moved away, his head down, as though he felt sorry for Chase.




  The lying, corrupt son of a bitch. That bastard and his wife had made Jaci’s life a living hell for five years, and not even once, not once, had she asked anyone for help. Not once had she

  complained or attempted to defend herself. She had held her silence and tried to deflect their viciousness as much as possible.




  Alone.




  He pushed the fingers of one hand through his hair and blew out a hard, control-fortifying breath. He was not going to follow Congressman Roberts and beat his brains into a bloody pulp. Cam

  would not tell that viperous woman Roberts had married what a lousy excuse for a human she was.




  And he would not, by God, destroy the hard work Jaci had put into keeping her reputation intact. But she would belong to him. To him, as well as to Chase. She had run for seven years, and now,

  by God, the running was over.




  He had no idea what had actually happened between the congressman, his wife, and Jaci. Even Courtney Sinclair, Jaci’s friend, had no clue what had caused the Robertses to target her. Jaci

  simply hadn’t talked. The Robertses had, though.




  He remembered that about her. Jaci wasn’t into gossip or telling tales. Tell her something, it stayed with her. And she never had been the sort of female to run to others for protection.

  Whatever the Robertses had done to her, it had caused her to retreat inside herself to restrain the fiery nature that he had always been drawn to.




  He glanced toward the doorway Roberts had used to reenter the house. It was one of the side doors. The congressman was known for retreating to Ian’s private study and his better booze,

  rather than joining the Sinclair parties for long.




  Ian allowed it, though Cam knew he didn’t particularly like it.




  Cam thought of all the ways he could hurt the other man without leaving a mark. How easily he could warn him that Jaci was off-limits. That her name would never pass his lips again.




  He took a step toward the doorway, when Ian Sinclair stepped out on the patio. The other man watched him suspiciously, his dark green eyes glowed with knowledge as he slid a cigar from inside

  his jacket and smiled back at Cam.




  “These parties suck,” Ian said as Cam retreated, leaned against the wall once again, and cocked his brow mockingly.




  “I wouldn’t have hurt him too bad,” he murmured with a tight smile.




  Ian snorted at that before extending an extra cigar toward Cam. Cam took it as Ian lit up his own. Seconds later, the sweet scent of imported tobacco filled the air, and Ian leaned against the

  stone balustrade of the patio.




  “A woman can mess up a man’s mind sometimes, Cam.” He sighed. “Make him rethink things.”




  “Don’t start on me, Ian.”




  Ian had been full of wise little comments since he learned Cam had a weakness, and that weakness was a woman. For some reason, the other man had seemed surprised that Cam could care either

  way.




  “Ms. Wright left the party with Chase awhile ago,” Ian stated. “Did you know about that?”




  “I knew.” Cam shrugged. Chase knew the limits, he had always known them, where Jaci was concerned.




  Ian watched him for another long moment before staring out at the garden. “Sometimes a man can accept the need to share his woman’s pleasure. Sharing her heart is another thing. They

  can be separate.”




  “Let’s cut the shit,” he told his employer coolly. “I don’t tell you how to conduct your marriage, or your business. Refrain from giving me advice here, if you

  don’t mind.”




  He didn’t need it. Jaci belonged to him and Chase would know it. But his fist curled at his side and the need to leave the party, to rush to her hotel, was nearly eating him alive.




  “Agreed.” Ian sighed. “But stay away from Roberts, Cam, until you have proof of whatever you think he may have done. I can handle violence if there’s reason for it.

  Otherwise, stay back.”




  “I’m well back,” Cam mocked.




  Cam didn’t need proof, no more than he needed proof of Jaci’s innocence or her guilt. He understood the world. Sometimes a woman stepped into things she shouldn’t—that

  was always possible. But Roberts had threatened her, and that wasn’t acceptable.




  He stared into the night once again, a frown brewing at his eyes. The investigation they had done on her had been too damned sketchy for seven years of a woman’s life.




  There were rumors, here and there, of lovers, but none of those rumors had panned out. For seven years, Jaci had worked her ass off at her career, but she hadn’t put much into making

  friends or developing relationships.




  Whatever had happened with Roberts had happened five years ago. After that, even less effort had gone into filling her life with anything other than work.




  She didn’t party, except for business occasions. She was known for her restraint and cool purpose, her stubbornness and determination. She was outspoken in her design work, but rarely

  discussed personal issues with her clients. She had only a few friends, and pulling information from two of them had been like pulling teeth.




  Courtney Sinclair and the manager of Ian’s men’s club, Sebastian De Lorents, had been less than forthcoming about anything they might know about her. Such loyalty wasn’t

  common, especially within the society they moved in.




  “What are you going to do?” Ian finally asked.




  “About what?” Cam turned back to him.




  Ian shook his head. “If she’s going to design the club, then she’s going to have to understand the rules she’s working under. I expect you to take care of

  that.”




  “It’s your club,” Cam growled.




  “And your woman. See it’s done before she leaves tomorrow. Then we’ll decide if this job is truly hers or not. I’d rather lose the deposit I paid her than the reputation

  my wife is building in this community Cam. You understand the rules and you know the woman. Take care of it. And make damned sure you and Chase know this woman you vouched so strongly for.

  I’d hate for either of you to be wrong.”
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  Jaci allowed the hotel room door to close heavily behind her before tossing her evening bag to the couch in the sitting room and reaching back to tear the silver clip from the

  back of her hair.




  As the long, thick strands fell down her back, a surge of anger tore through her. A second later the hair clip was arching through the air to smack into the thick curtains covering the balcony

  doors.




  “Damn him!” The vicious snarl that left her lips surprised her, as did the tears that she was forced to blink back.




  He couldn’t even say hello. Couldn’t tear himself from his “business” discussion to even let her know he was there. No, he had sent Chase instead.




  Cam couldn’t have meant the threat he had made so long ago. She drew in a hard, controlling breath. It was seven years ago, and when it came to women they wanted sexually, men could say a

  lot of things. She knew that. And Chase’s warning had been just that. The warning of a man who wanted her sexually, and who wanted answers to his questions, nothing more.




  But he had acted as though he believed in her, a little voice inside her head whispered. He had asked her what Richard and Annalee had done to her, not what had she done. No one else had ever

  asked that.




  She shook her head, kicking off the high heels and reaching behind her to release the zipper at the back of her evening gown as she moved into the bedroom.




  She pulled the straps over her shoulders and let the silk slither down her body, leaving her clad in nothing but her thong and the thigh-high, black silk stockings.




  Laying the dress over a chair, she grabbed her robe and wrapped it around her.




  She didn’t need this headache. It was going to be all she could manage to keep her wits about her and keep the congressman and his wife from attacking her openly.




  They were terrified of her. Even five years later, they were so frightened of the truth that it rolled off them in sickening waves every time they saw her. It would have been amusing if it

  didn’t continually destroy parts of her life along with it.




  She stared around the hotel suite.




  She was alone. She shouldn’t have been. Over the past few years, the ache inside her had grown to such proportions that it was nearly physical. She ached to be touched, to close her eyes

  as a lover touched her, even if she had to pretend it was Cameron Falladay.
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